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Summary 
Research among Acholi women formerly associated with the rebel group the Lord’s 
Resistance Army in Northern Uganda, has documented that the reintegration outcomes over 
time have been positive, but that challenges emerging from the post-conflict environment 
continue to exist, affecting their psychosocial wellbeing. This research was conducted in 2017, 
eleven years after the ending of the armed conflict in Northern Uganda. The focus of this thesis  
was to identify which factors had contributed to the processes of reintegration, seen from the 
personal perspective of formerly abducted Acholi women.1 Previous research supports the 
finding that marriage influences positive reintegration outcomes, because marriage should offer 
the needed social and economic security in women’s reintegration process, based on the 
traditional institution of marriage. This hypothesis was confirmed in focus groups of both 
married and unmarried formerly abducted Acholi women. 
Subsequently, ten semi-structured interviews with formerly abducted Acholi women 
were used to assess to what extent marriage contributed to their material and psychosocial 
wellbeing, seen from the women’s personal perspectives. The results indicate that both 
variables are mediated by the quality of the marriage itself as a ‘primary support system’. Low 
quality of marriage could partly be compensated by the quality of the social network of the 
women and their own resiliency. One of the main (and remaining) problems of the women was 
the persistent ‘shaming’ in the community. Even though all of their husbands had been aware 
of their past at the time of marriage, the issue was permanently raised in internal marital 
conflicts and interaction with the family of husbands, especially in case of (family) conflicts. 
Furthermore, the internal marital conflicts seriously jeopardized the abilities of the women to 
support themselves economically and to guarantee the education of their children.  
In sum, this study demonstrates that being able to marry as a formerly abducted woman 
does not naturally guarantee successful reintegration. It is the quality of marriage based on the 
relationship between husband and wife, and the relationship between the wife and extended  
family members, that determine the marital levels of social and economic security which 
ultimately influences the women’s psychosocial wellbeing. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
1 The term ‘formerly abducted’ refers to women who have been formerly associated with the Lord’s Resistance 
Army. Seeing that all women in this research were abducted at a young age to join the rebel forces, the term 
‘formerly abducted’ better describes their situation. 
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After one of the psychotherapy sessions with CCVS in Barlonyo, a war-stricken community near 
Lira, Father Ponsiano and I stopped at this tree.2 He said, "The war changed the other way around. 
Instead of destroying the outside, it is now destroying the inside of the people." He pointed to the 
tree and referred to our session. This broken tree symbolizes all individuals who have experienced 
the war, they have been affected like this tree. Regardless of their terrible experiences, they have 
found the strength to keep growing like this tree. It is broken, but it is green, has a lot of leaves, and 
begins to grow fruits. The roots of the tree symbolize the community that should enable individuals 
to grow, the leaves and fruits symbolize the result from this growth, positive changes.  
 
2 The mission Center for Children Children in Vulnerable Situations (CCVS) is to promote psychosocial 
wellbeing in the war affected communities of Northern Uganda. Father Ponsiano was my internship supervisor 
for two months. This internship was the beginning of educational and interesting experiences during my stay in 
Lira and Gulu.  
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Figure 1 
War affected areas in the Northern Ugandan conflict 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
        
 Source: The SWAY Phase II report (Annan et al. 2008) 
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1. Introduction 
Akello recalled the day she was abducted in 1988, during the armed conflict between the 
Ugandan government and the Lord’s Resistance army that started in 1986.  
‘The condition was not easy during the war. I took long without sleeping inside 
the house, we had to run and sleep in the bush which wasn’t easy, because the 
rebels were taking children on and off… It was in the morning, I was coming 
back from the borehole, fetching water… the rebels took me. I was 12 years and 
it was not an easy life I got at that time.’3  
For two years, Akello was held captive by the rebels of the Lord’s Resistance Army and was 
forced to marry a rebel man. In 1990 she was able to escape and returned to her home in Pabbo, 
a municipality in the northern regions of Northern Uganda. She recalled her return as a happy 
moment, being welcomed by her family although after some time neighbors started ‘finger 
pointing’. As her story went on, Akello’s voice became softer and tears were streaming down 
her cheeks. She continued telling her story, explaining she sold food on the market to contribute 
to her family. Her constant fear of re-abduction impacted her daily life to the extent that she 
could not continue her business, which resulted in staying at home. Tragically, this could not 
protect Akello from being abducted again. Luckily, she returned again after several months.  
‘My family told me to get married because they say that maybe my luck would 
change because when I get married, I will give birth and those rebels respect me 
as a parent when they see me carrying a baby. I had no feelings by then for any 
man and I did not want to get married. I had fear for marriage because I was 
married in the bush. But life was still not easy, so I thought of at least getting a 
man, just try with him if it would work for me, that is why I got married.’4 
The beginning of marriage was good, explained as being in the house with a man and a wife, 
giving birth to her child and doing housework, her husband would work and pay their child’s 
school fees. Over time, her marital situation changed. Her husband stigmatized her and did not 
financially support their son. After several miscarriages she became infertile and felt as if ‘there 
is no love anymore in the house’. Again, tears were streaming down her cheeks:  
 
3 Quote taken from interview with Akello, Pabbo, April 14, 2017 
4 Ibid., April 20, 2017 
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 ‘…leaving my husband is not an option, I have a son with my husband, I cannot 
do anything now, I have to stay. My life is normally not easy, the bad things that 
happened in my life, it will never change my life so I have to be a strong lady, I 
started being strong. With the help of Jesus, I am living this kind of life I am 
living in.’5  
Life was not easy… 
It has been twenty-seven years since Akello returned home safely after being abducted 
by the Lord’s Resistance Army [LRA] in Northern Uganda. From 1986 until 2006, the LRA 
was notoriously known for the abductions of tens of thousands of children who were forcefully 
recruited to strengthen the rebel army (Finnström 2006; Pham et al. 2007,2008). Girls 
associated with armed groups are subjected to fighting, sexual abuse, sex slavery and forced 
marriage. The majority of girls bear children due to sexual abuse. Being socialized into a violent 
environment, experiencing violence, committing atrocities of the worst kind, together with the 
wartime loss of family, home, and community leaves children physically and psychologically 
harmed (e.g. Annan et al. 2009; McKay & Mazurana 2004; Wessells 2004). For long has the 
active participation of girls in armed groups been overlooked, believing that ‘child soldiering’ 
only involved boys. However, data has shown that worldwide thirty to forty percent of the 
estimated 300,000 child soldiers, are girls (Coalition to Stop the Use of Child soldiers cited in 
Wessells 2004). In Northern Uganda, it is estimated that of the total abductions, between 
twenty-four and thirty percent were female victims (Pham et al. 2007). Since the recognition of 
the multiple roles girls fulfill within armed groups, much more is known about their gender-
specific experiences and realities during their time within the armed groups and after return. 
Despite this increased attention, the literature is still lacking when it comes to girl’s lived 
experiences of long-term outcomes of reintegration in post-conflict situations. We have little 
sense of girl’s agency, skills and resilience resulting in coping strategies that they have 
developed to transition into civilian life after their return (Denov 2007, 2010; Lenz 2017; 
McKay & Mazurana 2004; Tonheim 2010.).  
 Post-conscription, girls appear to face similar and different challenges compared to boys 
negatively influencing their reintegration process wherein they have to adapt to civilian life and 
its cultural framework of meaning-making and customary practice. Both boys and girls face 
challenges including psychological difficulties caused by direct war-experiences, 
 
5 Ibid. 
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stigmatization by family and community members, poverty and material loss, and educational 
and employment disadvantage (e.g Annan et al. 2009; Betancourt et al. 2008; Derluyn et al. 
2013; Vindevogel et al. 2017; Wessells 2004, 2013). Children need to regain social and 
economic resources to (re)-build their lives to create a sense of normalcy, security, and 
predictability (Derluyn et al. 2013; Vindevogel et al. 2017). In comparison with boys, girls face 
gender-specific challenges based on their position in patriarchal societies that hinder their 
access to these resources. The patriarchal ideology considers military activity as ‘unsuitable’ 
for women. Together with the perceived sexual impurity, even the fact that the majority has 
been forced into sex, causes stigmatization or rejection by family and community members 
upon return. Especially girls who return with children born out of rape face greater risk of 
stigmatization as their children are ‘evidence’ of their sexual activity (Denov 2007, 2015; 
Mazurana &McKay 2001; McKay & Mazurana 2004). Returned girls are therefore perceived 
as ‘unmarriable’. In a society where girls are primarily valued for their role as wife and mother, 
the issue of marriageability is extremely important in their social reintegration where they need 
to transition from ‘rebel’ to citizen (e.g. Denov 2010; Mazurana & Cole 2013; Shepler 2014).  
Additionally, girls have limited to no access to education or vocational training, which 
are the main protective factors to increase future employment opportunities and restore the 
sense of normalcy and predictability (e.g. Annan et al 2013; Betancourt & Khan, 2008; 
Betancourt 2010a). These social and economic challenges jeopardize the opportunity to build 
up a livelihood  and have been reported to be of great influence on girl’s psychosocial wellbeing 
and pose a bigger challenge compared to coping with the psychological effects of direct war-
experiences (ibid.).6  
 
… so I thought of at least getting a man 
Post conflict, some studies have indicated that a large part of returned girls have been 
successfully able to adapt and function as civilians in Northern Uganda (e.g. Annan et al. 2008; 
Annan & Brier 2010; Bailey 2009; Baines & Gauvin 2014; Denov 2010; Kiconco & 
Nthakomwa 2018). A cultural solution to their social and economic challenges has been the act 
of marriage. The ability of marriage shows that returned girls have been able to become socially 
accepted, instead of being perceived as ‘unmarriageable’ (ibid). Stark et al. (2009) their research 
supports the importance of marriage after return among women formerly associated with armed 
 
6 Reintegration without formal assistance, referred to as 'spontaneous reintegration', is common among returned 
girls and decreases their chances for education and vocational training. I will continue on this subject in Chapter 
3. 
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groups in Sierra Leone. Marriage was perceived as a critical aspect of social achievement and 
subject to what a normal postwar life entails. Economically, marriage is often the best and 
sometimes only option to obtain economic security and protection to (re)-build their livelihood 
(e.g. Denov 2010; Kiconco 2015; Shepler 2014). In patriarchal societies, inheritance rights of 
lands are patrilineal, only transferable from father to son. In these societies, agricultural profits 
are the main source of income, which means that access to land would offer a 
solution/compromise to the lack of education or vocational training. Women would only gain 
land rights through their husbands, making marriage a viable source for economic reintegration 
(Kiconco & Nthakkomwa 2018). Therefore forms marriage a critical factor that shapes and 
determines life opportunities for women post-conscription. Marriage is additionally seen as a 
‘successful’ outcome of reintegration because girls transitioned successfully into their 
traditional expected role of wives and mothers (e.g. Annan & Brier 2010; Bailey 2009; Baines 
& Gauvin 2014; Denov 2010; Kiconco & Nthakomwa 2018). 
 Despite the assumption that marriage is important in the reintegration process of women 
formerly associated with armed groups, only a few studies highlight whether indeed marriage 
contributed to women’s success of reintegration, based on social and economic wellbeing (e.g. 
Annan & Brier 2010; Bailey 2009; Baines & Gauvin 2014; Kiconco & Nthakomwa 2018). The 
general assumption that marriage, as a concept in itself, is an outcome of ‘successful 
reintegration’ among women formerly associated with armed groups will, therefore, be tested 
throughout this thesis. However, I do not suggest that women should get married to be 
reintegrated. Throughout my fieldwork in the Northern Ugandan regions, I came to the 
understanding that outcomes of ‘successful’ related to marriage change over time, like the 
introductory story of Akello, explains. According to Akello, life was not easy, therefore, she 
thought of ‘at least getting a man’. She became a socially respected woman in her community 
and stated that the beginning of her marriage was satisfactory. Over time, her financial and 
social situation within her marriage changed which makes her unhappy and was expressed by 
‘life still is not easy’. Her experiences show that marital expectations and outcomes, thus the 
‘success’ of marriage, are dynamic. Comparing marriage with reintegration, marriage is in the 
same regard as reintegration a process and influenced by post-conflict risk and protective 
factors. Furthermore, for reintegration to be successful, both social and economic reintegration 
needs to be achieved (Paris Principles 2007). If marriage should contribute to social stability 
and economic security, to what extend can we then state reintegration has been successful if 
social and economic insecurity are experienced within a marriage? Additionally, how does 
marriage then influence the psychosocial wellbeing supporting women to cope with the 
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psychological consequences of their war-related experiences and the ability to socially function 
as desired? 
 
 1.1 Academic context and research questions 
This research dived deeper into the aspects of marriage seen from the cultural 
perspective of Acholi culture. The Acholi are an ethnic group mainly living in the Northern 
regions of Uganda and were among others, the highest target group during the war (Pham et al. 
2007, 2009). Predominantly, Acholi children have been abducted by the LRA. This thesis 
focusses on the societal processes of reintegration – social and economic reintegration- among 
formerly abducted Acholi women, obtained through the institution of marriage in the post-
conflict society. Little attention has been given to the quality of marriage, referring to marital 
interpersonal relationships and life satisfaction (Cotten et al. 2003; Huston 2000; Williams 
1988). The importance lies in the relationship between marital status and marriage quality to 
psychosocial wellbeing (Williams 1988). Similarly, Stark et al. (2009) have documented that 
Sierra Leonean women perceived a supportive husband and being a respected member of the 
family more important than the ability to marry. Based on the analyzed data and theoretical 
framework, I identified protection and risk factors within a marriage, to analyze the quality of 
marriage seen from the participants’ perspective. Additionally, I looked at factors of marriage 
influencing returned women’s psychosocial wellbeing. As Akello’s story reflects, tears ran over 
her cheeks when talking about her past and marital life. However, she also expressed ‘feeling 
strong’ which shows she is resilient and copes with her situation. Marriage and its attributed 
components are far more complicated than simply assuming that marriage means ‘social status’ 
and ‘economic security’. This assumption would mean to trivialize the cultural and social 
processes these women go through. Based on the given academic theory and the empirical data 
I have collected in the field, the main research question has been established which reads as 
follows: 
 
How does the institution of marriage contribute to the process of reintegration and the 
psychosocial wellbeing of formerly abducted women in contemporary Acholi society? 
 
To answer this question, the following sub-questions were formulated: 
 What does marriage as an institution mean to the reintegrating women? 
 Which (sociocultural and economic) factors influence the quality of marriage? 
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 How do the women cope with challenges, faced in their marital lives? 
 
The group of research participants exists of formerly abducted women living in the Acholi sub-
regions Odek, Pabo and Gulu, in Northern Uganda. Since 2006, peace finally returned. This  
allows us to understand the extent to which these regions have recovered from the devastating 
effects of the conflict  (Annan et al. 2009; Pham et al. 2008). In turn, it allows us to understand 
the long-term reintegration and marital outcomes of formerly abducted women. Hereafter, when 
referring to participants of this research, I will use the word ‘formerly abducted women’ or 
‘returned women’ instead of ‘girls formerly associated with armed groups’. The reason for this 
choice is that in Northern Uganda, 99 percent of the children associated with the LRA have 
been abducted instead of ‘willingly’ joined the group (ibid).7 Furthermore, all women have 
transitioned into adulthood, so the term ‘girls’ or ‘children’ is inadequate. 
  The relevance of this study is the explicit focus on marriage as a factor influencing the 
long-term outcomes of Acholi women's reintegration process, eleven years since the ending of 
the war8. Relatively little attention has been given to both subjects, apart from the knowledge 
we have about the benefits of marriage in supporting social and economic challenges (e.g. 
Kiconco& Nthakomwa 2018; Bailey 2009; Denov 2007). Furthermore, little attention has been 
given to the relationship between (long-term) marital outcomes and psychosocial wellbeing 
(Annan & Brier 2010; Baines & Gauvin 2014). This thesis argues that the assumption of 
marriage being an outcome of successful reintegration seems too simplistic, it does not offer an 
insight into how it is experienced while it is a process affecting individuals’ psychosocial 
wellbeing. This will be illustrated by how marriage forms a union consisting of social 
relationships between spouses and their extended family members, each of which exhibits its 
behavior and thereby affects the quality of these relationships (e.g. Huston 2000; Cotten et al. 
2003). These relationships, as well as marital practices, are all influenced by the long-lasting 
effect of the armed conflict, protecting or jeopardizing security and coping resources needed in 
reintegration processes (e.g. Bailey 2009; Baines & Gauvin 2014; Kiconco & Nthakomwa 
2018; Lenz 2017; Veale et al. 2017).  
 
7 In other countries like Sierra Leone and Liberia children have been forced or chose themselves to join armed 
groups, however all based on several motivations stemming from the impact of conflict on the societal structure. 
See Paris Principles (2007). 
8 This study was conducted in 2017 
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1.2 Thesis outline          
The structure of this thesis has been designed as follows. Chapter 2  outlines the 
theoretical framework that is structured by the two main concepts: reintegration and marriage. 
To understand the dynamics of marriage, the framework outlines the relationship between 
psychosocial wellbeing and marriage. The framework is partly based on sensitizing concepts 
that emerged from the interviews, using loosely the Informed Grounded Theory approach to 
structure my research (further explained in Chapter 4).  
Chapter 3 is supportive background information in understanding the empirical data. 
As this study refers to the current lives of returned women and not inherently to their past 
experiences of abduction, this chapter illustrates the history of the Northern Ugandan armed 
conflict and the effect of ‘child soldiering’ on girls.  
      Chapter 4 examines the methods and methodology that have shaped this thesis. The 
Informed Grounded Theory and constructivist approach are used to inform the reader how data 
has been collected and interpreted to construct this thesis.  
      The three chapters that follow illustrate the empirical data. The chapters are arranged 
chronologically to explain marriage as a process. Chapter 5 sets out the participants’ 
motivations to marry after their return as a resource to rebuild their lives after return (first sub-
question). Chapter 6 will discuss the process of marriage and to what extent marital 
relationships are influenced by social and economic factors (second sub-question). Chapter 7 
will examine how participants cope with experienced difficulties in their marital lives. The 
focus lies on their resiliency and strength, supported by multiple other social factors not 
necessarily emerging from their marriage.  
    The three empirical chapters form partial answers to the main question that will be  answered 
in the conclusion.  
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2. Theoretical framework 
This chapter presents the theoretical framework that provides the analytic themes of this 
research. The framework expands our understanding to what extent marriage might contribute 
to ‘successes’ of reintegration in relation to psychosocial wellbeing. The first paragraph 
highlights two fundamental processes for positive reintegration outcomes, social and economic 
reintegration, followed by the second paragraph elaborating on marriage as an institution in a 
patriarchal African society. The third paragraph continues on the dynamics of marriage, a 
deeper insight into the relation between marriage and wellbeing. Based on ‘sensitizing 
concepts’, the framework continues to explain participants’ personal perspectives on marriage 
and marital relationships.  
2.1 “Successful” reintegration  
Children returning from armed groups need to reintegrate back into their communities. 
The ability to transition into civilian life is supported by the processes of social and economic 
reintegration (Kingma 2016; Paris Principles 2007; Maina 2009). Social reintegration is the 
process through which children formerly associated with armed groups feel part of and are 
accepted by their family and community. Economic reintegration refers to the process through 
which children formerly associated with armed groups build up their livelihood through access 
to means of production and other types of gainful employment (ibid.). Both processes are 
influenced by risk factors emerging from the social environment, acting in the consequent chain 
of stresses and negative interactions (Betancourt et al. 2010a; Kos 2005). Risk factors are linked 
with psychosocial difficulties referring to the hindrances of psychological recovery and 
recapturing mental health balance and social functioning. In turn, positive factors and processes 
guide an individual’s response to endangering influences into a positive direction. These 
positive factors can stem from within an individual itself, family, school or the broader 
environment (ibid.). Positive experiences are important in the reintegration process of returnees 
for positive mental health development and good functioning (Betancourt & Khan 2008; 
Betancourt et al. 2010a; Kos 2005; Lenz 2017; Veale et al. 2017).  
Trauma is socially rooted. War affects all members of society directly and indirectly, by 
disrupting and destroying the social, cultural, and economic infrastructure that initially facilitate 
recovery from trauma (Adjukovic 2005; Derluyn et al. 2013; Kos 2005; Vindevogel et al. 2017; 
Wessells 2004). In the psychosocial realm, the quality of a post-war life and the prospects for 
possibilities in the future are seen as interrelated with the recovery of psychosocial wellbeing 
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(ibid.). Rebuilding social relationships is an important protection factor. Every individual needs 
relationships and social support as it mediates their wellbeing, while producing possibilities for 
growth or suffering (Betancourt et al. 2010a; Kiconco 2015; Kingma 2016; Kos 2005; Lenz 
2017; Veale et al. 2017). In the process of social reintegration, trust and commitment from both 
returnees and the receiving community members are vital to generate social acceptance and the 
sense of belonging (ibid). The trust-building process is lengthy, in which after initial 
acceptance, a returnee is observed whether he or she eventually will be ‘completely’ accepted 
by community members. This refers to whether a returnee’s social functioning is in accordance 
with normative expectations (Kiconco 2015; Kingma 2016). Psychosocial trauma, which can 
stem from causes such as stigma and discrimination, hinder processes towards rebuilding trust. 
Outcomes might result in social and economic exclusion or rejection, the biggest threat to social 
inclusion (e.g. Betancourt et al. 2010a, b; Tonheim 2010). The importance of creating and 
maintaining social relationships reside over a person’s entire life course for social support but 
can also remain being challenged by risk factors due to the slow process of social reconstruction 
in post-war societies (Betancourt et al. 2010a; Lenz 2017; Veale et al. 2017; Wessells 2004).  
Rebuilding a livelihood is part of positive social reintegration (Betancourt & Khan 2008; 
Betancourt et al. 2010a; Kiconco 2015; Kingma 2016; Lenz 2017). Persistent poverty in a post-
conflict environment can lead to a negative view of the future, seeing that instability and 
uncertainty are status quo. Therefore, economic resources tend to have a social function. The 
stress these uncertainties cause can enforce the social processes, such as exclusion (Annan et 
al. 2013; Betancourt & Khan 2008; Derluyn et al. 2013; Vindevogel et al.2017). Providing 
returnees with productive skills and employment so they can return to civilian life, can help 
them in their process of economic integration (ibid.; Kingma 2016). The majority of returned 
girls are ‘unemployed’ and uneducated, making them seek different solutions to establish 
economic wellbeing (e.g. Annan et al. 2008; Denov 2007; Lenz 2017; Vindevogel et al. 2017). 
Kiconco (2015) therefore proposes an altered definition for economic reintegration among 
returned girls, ‘a societal process of beginning a new life in their communities by forming 
positive relationships and exploring local resources that can nurture their economic (and 
social) assimilation’ (p. 100). This definition also explains that both social and economic 
reintegration are equally important and interrelated for successes in reintegration (Paris 
Principles 2007).  
When one can speak of successful reintegration is still under discussion, especially 
determining when success has been achieved and who determines this. The Paris Principles 
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(2007) argue that reintegration is sustainable when political, legal, economic, and social 
conditions needed for reintegration are secured to maintain life, livelihood and dignity. 
However, reintegration is an open-ended process, so it is arguable when exactly success has 
been achieved. In the psychosocial realm reintegration is positive when emotional distress does 
not affect daily actions which indicates resiliency and the ability to cope with social problems, 
which in turn may indicate access to protective resources (e.g. Annan et al. 2008; Betancourt & 
Khan 2008; Derluyn et al.2013; Wessells 2004;)  In addition, Boothby et al. (2006) and 
Betancourt et al. (2010a) argue that psychosocial wellbeing must be understood throughout the 
life course, meaning that possibilities over time determine whether returnees’ psychosocial 
functioning is positive. Based on the open-ended character of reintegration, I therefore argue 
that success is dynamic and changes over time. Outcomes of ‘success’ are focused on the 
concept of marriage and its relation with psychosocial wellbeing in returned women’s 
reintegration process. The following paragraphs will elaborate on this focus.  
2.2 Institution of marriage in African patriarchal societies  
Marriage is the oldest and the most basic institution of culture and life in general. 
Institutions govern structures and social behavior through formal and informal rules that 
constrain and enable behavior. Formal rules are based on societal law, whereas informal rules 
are norms based on social and cultural interactions of social groups. These are ‘the rules of the 
game’ (Lauer & Yodanis 2010). Marriage as an institution is a set of rules and assumptions that 
govern social behaviors in the organization of household production through two adults, 
traditionally a man and a woman, assumed to be permanently living together in the same house, 
combining resources, managing house and market work, reproducing and socializing children 
(ibid.). The rules and assumptions are also internalized as taken-for-granted practices of 
marriage. Having children and socializing children is the core ability of the traditional marital 
institution (ibid.). Romantic love is rarely seen as an important precondition for marriage, 
except in Western societies where the ideology exist that a marriage should be built on pure 
love (Eriksen, 2001: 108). In many African societies, marriage is seen as a sacred duty that 
every person must perform and everything possible is done to prepare people for marriage and 
make them think into terms of marriage (Mbiti 1991 in Salami- Boukari 2012: 72). The 
marriage ceremony is a rite of passage that symbolizes the transition into adulthood and 
prepares young people for the most responsible phase of their lives, marriage and raising a 
family (ibid.: 73). 
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In patriarchal African societies, the patriarchal ideology emphasizes the patrilineal 
kinship system wherein male dominance is prevalent and defines the structure of family 
organization. Men hold primary power and have moral authority, social privilege and control 
property. Residency and inheritance are organized through the patrilineal line, thus from man 
to man (El- Bushra 2003; Kyalo 2012; Salami- Boukari 2012). Based on this ideology, marital 
responsibilities are defined that form the ideal of marriage, marital relationships and marital 
roles including responsibilities towards extended family and the entire clan (El-Bushra 2003; 
Kyalo 2012: 212-213). First, marriage transfers the legal rights and custody of a woman her 
kin, to her husband. When dowry is paid by the husband’s family, the husband gains rights to 
the labor of his wife, sexuality, and offspring. Secondly, marriage modifies the relation between 
the bride and her immediate kin. The woman resides with her husband’s family after marriage, 
whereby the woman’s family ‘loses’ her as a family member. Thirdly, marriage is an agreement 
between two families or groups of kin, because, within African societies, marriage is seen as a 
structural link between groups. Marital roles are defined as the man being the breadwinner 
while the woman is responsible for the domestic tasks including caring for the children (Kyalo 
2012). Severe changes within a society, like the disruptive nature of war, influence practices of 
marriage while the ideology whereupon the marital institution is based remains the same (El-
Bushra 2003).  
2.3 Marriage and wellbeing  
In the adult life course, marital relationships are one of the key family relationships that 
define life in context and, in turn, play a central role in influencing an individual’s wellbeing 
(Thomas et al.2017). Why marriage influences wellbeing is based on two theories; the marital 
resource model and the stress model (Cotten et al. 2003; Huston 2000; Thomas et al. 2017). 
Although these models have mostly been applied to marriages in Western societies, I argue that 
these models are also useful in non-Western societies. The marital resource model suggests that 
marriage promotes wellbeing through increased access to economic, social, and health-
promoting resources. The marital relationship is seen to function as a consistent source of social 
support through life, promoting emotional wellbeing, and enhancing coping strategies for 
dealing with stressors (ibid.). Social support is the perception that one is loved and cared for by 
others, esteemed and valued, and part of a social network of mutual assistance and obligations 
(Taylor & Broffman 2011). Forms of social support are informational (e.g. advise), instrumental 
(e.g. financial aid, housing), and emotional (e.g. warmth and nurturance) (ibid.). The social 
support that may be gained within a marriage includes also the support from the direct social 
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environment like extended families, neighbors, and friends (Huston 2000). The stress theory 
argues that negative aspects of marital relationships, such as marital strain or divorce, create 
stress and undermine wellbeing (Cotten et al. 2003; Huston 2000; Thomas et al. 2017)). 
Elaborating on the stress theory, social support and stressors are core components in a way that 
stress can undermine wellbeing while social support can serve as a protective resource that 
improves a person’s ability to cope directly with stressful situations (ibid.; Taylor & Broffman 
2011). 
Being married in itself is associated with positive aspects influencing better mental 
health based on the psychological benefits obtained from social role fulfillment. This view 
represents that social roles represent attachments to social structures via normative behavioral 
expectations which provide a sense of meaning that is beneficial to mental health (Cotten et al. 
2003; Wadsworth 2016; Williams 1988). Meeting cultural expectations, thus obtaining marital 
status, and the husband-wife preferences for particular role patterns within marriage contribute 
to outcomes of wellbeing (ibid). However, studies suggest that the quality of marriage, or 
marital satisfaction, is more important for understanding the relationship between marriage and 
wellbeing (Cotten et al. 2003; Huston 2000; Ross et al. 1999; Thomas 2017; Williams 1988). 
The marital quality is the degree to which an individual’s needs, expectations, and desires are 
being satisfied in their marriage, and how this satisfaction changes over time. It is a subjective 
condition that can only be described by the individual spouse, evaluating positive and negative 
dimensions of marriage and/or marital behaviors (marital relationships) (ibid.) Relationships 
serve as a source of social support but in turn might become a source of misery, conflicts, and 
distress (Cotten et al. 2003). Factors influencing relations have been found as personal traits, 
values, gender-role division, economy and finance, presence of children, relationship 
maintenance behavior, and coping strategies to resolve marital dissolutions (Huston 2000). 
Unresolved marital dissolutions often result in divorce. When spouses remain married despite 
these dissolutions it offers an insight which other factors influence individuals to remain 
married (Cotten et al. 2003; Huston 2000; Wadsworth 2016; Williams 1988). 
2.3.1 Marital quality & psychosocial wellbeing in the Acholi context  
When understanding the quality of marriage, the socio-cultural context is one of the 
most important aspects, because marital behavior patterns are seen as a reflection of this 
context. Behavior is influenced by available social and economic resources where people 
depend on the provision of safety, growth, development, and health (Huston 2000). Based on 
the argument that marital quality is personal and subjective (Huston 2000; Cotten et al. 2003; 
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Ross et al. 1999; Thomas 2017; Wadsworth 2016), this study refers to variables mentioned by 
participants that influence their marital quality (loosely referring to ‘sensitizing concepts’). 
Additionally, to what extent marital benefits influence psychosocial wellbeing in turn also 
stems from personal psychosocial needs and the degree to which these needs for emotionally 
supportive relationships are fulfilled (Williams 1988). 
The term psychosocial emphasizes the close connection between the psychological 
aspect of an individual’s experiences (thoughts, emotions, and behavior) and the individual’s 
wider social experiences (relationships, traditions, and culture). Both psychological and social 
experiences constantly influence each other, thereby influencing an individual’s functioning 
(Ager et al. 2011; Betancourt et al. 2008; Cape Town Principles 2007). Studies often refer to 
clinical diagnoses that analyze the emotional wounds of war - PTSD, aggression, and 
depression – and impairment of psychosocial functioning. This ‘Western’ view has been 
criticized as it limits the understanding of the socio-cultural context and culture of communities 
that influence how people experience, understand, and respond to time and changing 
circumstances (Adjukovic 2005; Derluyn et al. 2013; Kos 2005; Miller & Rasmussen 2010; 
Vorhölter 2019, Wessells 2004, 2013). Additionally, it is stated that prominent stresses are more 
associated with post-war living situations that cause ‘suffering’, than the psychological effect 
of direct war experiences on mental health (ibid). In a war-related context, ‘suffering’ refers 
loosely to the idea that war-related events and the postwar situation have an important long-
lasting engraved influence on how individuals shape the social construction of the world, i.e. 
individual’s view of humanity, confidence in others and the future, attitudes, beliefs, and values 
(Kos 2005; Vorhölter 2019). Instead, Vorhölter (2019) argues that happiness provides a better 
insight into what is understood as psychosocial wellbeing in post-war environments. She argues 
that ‘once happiness is taken as the normal and desired state of being, the absence of happiness 
becomes meaningful and a reason for action’ (p. 195). Happiness only refers to one (potential) 
aspect of subjective wellbeing and differs between momentary and long-term happiness. 
However, Vorhhölter refers to the anthropological perspective that absences (of happiness) may 
intensify emotional and cognitive engagement with that which is distinctly not present. 
Furthermore, the lack of happiness is in the psychological realm more broadly understood as a 
form of psychosocial suffering (Vorhölter 2019).  
This study associates the quality of marriage with (un)happiness, based on variables that 
emerged from the empirical data. These have been indicated as love, economic wellbeing, and 
stigma.  
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2.3.2 Happiness 
Happiness is a general state of mind and a composite of positive emotions, life 
satisfaction, and coping resources (Taylor& Broffman 2011; Vorhhölter 2019). The 
understanding of what makes people happy, how and when it can be achieved, and who is 
responsible for it, is culturally different (Diener et al. 2002; Vorhhölter 2019). Nevertheless, 
happiness is independently influenced by positive and negative affect. The positive and 
negative affect are independent. Eliminating negative states would not necessarily result in 
positive states. For example, eliminating the world of sadness and anxiety would not necessarily 
make the world a happy place (Diener et al. 2002). Looking separately at both affects would 
give a deeper insight into the relation between happiness and wellbeing. Understanding the way 
people frame and experience happiness, or unhappiness (suffering), and for whom they take it 
to be achievable, or normal, gives us some insights into much broader societal dynamics and 
structures (Vorhhölter 2019). Vorhölter (2019) documented in Northern Uganda that the lack 
of material goods and broken relationships, for example, were perceived as stressful, thus 
contributing to suffering (unhappiness). This explanation shows that suffering is not necessarily 
a psychological problem but arises from the social environment. 
The ability to experience positive emotions, even in the context of intensely stressful 
events, may also be a way of coping where resilient individuals draw on (Taylor & Brofman 
2011). For example, after having experienced distressful moments, experiencing positive 
emotions such as being loved and cared for enables individuals to cope with these distressing 
moments and perhaps decrease post-traumatic growth. It influences one’s self-perception that 
is associated with internal qualities (psychosocial resources) such as senses of optimism, 
mastery, and self-esteem (Betancourt & Khan 2008; Taylor & Broffman 2011). Optimism 
reflects the extent to which people hold favorable expectations about the future; mastery defines 
the extent to which a person feels having control over his life and environment; self-esteem 
concerns (both positive and negative) evaluations regarding oneself (Taylor & Broffman 2011). 
Higher levels of these senses encourage active problem solving and lower levels of these senses 
stimulate more avoidant coping strategies (ibid).  
2.3.3 Love 
Love is one of the most well-known variables influencing happiness. It is a form of 
emotional support that is supposed to come forth out of close relationships. It is naturally 
associated with positive influences on the psychological wellbeing as it fosters positive feelings, 
such as joy and acceptation (Diener et al. 2002; Ross et al 1990; Taylor & Broffman 2011). 
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When emotional support is not equally divided within a relationship, it can influence negative 
feelings like unhappiness, frustration, and worrying. (ibid). The meaning of love however 
differs per culture. In Acholi, love is not only based on the relationship between two people, it 
includes the social circle which involves all members of the spouse’s families and clans within 
the wider societal environment (Porter 2016). Love is the basis of establishing individuals’ 
identity and social belonging. Children form the foundation of this social relationship and are 
central to the purpose and expectation of sex.9 Love and sex are a medium of forging and 
maintaining social relationships (ibid.).  
The general pursuit of love is about establishing and maintaining a home through the 
reciprocal relationship between husband and wife, associated with respect. Reciprocity is based 
on the expectations of the gendered roles of men and women within their marriage and is 
balanced when both spouses live up to their responsibilities. One of these responsibilities is 
having children to establish a home which is perceived with great pride. Infertility is therefore 
experienced as a source of shame and sadness. In fact, without being a mother a woman faces 
difficulties to obtain a socially accepted identity (Porter 2016). This given definition does not 
exclude emotions associated with love. Feeling loved is about positive emotions based on a 
good balance in the reciprocal relationship. In post-conflict Northern Uganda, however, the 
choice for marriage stems increasingly from economic needs rather than the desire to be 
emotionally supported (Schlecht et al. 2013; Whyte et al. 2013). On a side note do Schlecht et 
al. (2013) also report on the desired emotional support from young women to cope with the 
difficult experiences of war.  
2.3.4 Economic wellbeing  
The relation between happiness and economic wellbeing is based on the need to meet 
basic needs and have control over day-to-day finances, the ability to feel a sense of security, 
and satisfaction (Diener et al. 2002; Ross et al. 1990; Taylor & Broffman 2011). Economic 
measures are a representation for wellbeing as it relates to the fulfilment of basic needs. 
Satisfaction of basic needs will generally result in happiness, thus increasing psychological 
health, and is associated with the degree of life satisfaction (ibid.). When basic needs are not 
met, the wellbeing of individuals tend to decrease, possibly resulting in distress. Persisting 
poverty in a post-conflict context is one of the most common hardships experienced by the 
 
9 Porter highlights the interrelation between love and sex in Acholi in reference to sexually abused formerly 
abducted women. I will not elaborate on the subject of sex, as it was not mentioned by the interviewees. For 
more information see Porter (2016) Acholi love. 
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majority of households and one of the greatest risk factors in interpersonal relationship (Kos 
2005; Vorhölter 2019). Feeling distressed as a result of economic hardships might influence 
individual’s behavior, affecting themselves and relations with others. Especially in developing 
economies where the fulfilment of basic needs is at risk, income might lead to stronger increases 
in wellbeing (Diener et al.2002).  
The association with socioeconomic status, indicated by education, income, and 
employment (SES), and psychosocial wellbeing appears consistently in studies (Taylor & 
Broffman 2011; Ross et al, 1990). Lower SES is tied to perceptions of lack of control, 
pessimism and poor social support, factors that may link SES to poor mental health. For 
example, education provides skills, information, and a sense of mastery. People who have not 
finished their education are doubly disadvantaged because their low education translates into 
low earning and it increases the challenges of coping with low earnings (ibid.). However, strong 
personal beliefs of mastery, and to a lesser extent self-esteem, might mediate the effect of low 
SES on mental health outcomes. Active coping strategies can result in taking preventive steps 
and accumulation of resources to reduce the impact of unavoidable problems (Taylor & 
Broffman 2011).  
2.3.5 Stigma  
Stigmatization is a commonly reported risk factor affecting psychosocial wellbeing of 
formerly abducted women (Betancourt et al. 2010a,b). Although Annan et al. (2008, 2011) have 
indicated that reports of stigmatization have decreased in Northern Uganda, Kiconco & 
Nthakomwa (2018) have found that experienced stigma in marital lives of formerly abducted 
women are the main factor for failed marriages and instability in relationships. The importance 
to highlight the issue of stigmatization in this study is related to the general understanding how 
post-war experiences continue to influence the psychosocial wellbeing of formerly abducted 
women over time (Betancourt et al. 2010a,b; McKay & Mazurana 2004). 
A stigma is negative stereotype which is constructed by society. Every culture’s positive 
and negative stereotypes are mostly widely shared and well known among the population and 
provides a system of evaluating members on the basis of key features or characteristics 
(Goffman 1963; Link & Phelan 2001). The stigmatization theory of Goffman (1963) explains 
stigma as ‘an attribute that is deeply discrediting’ that reduces the stigmatized person ‘from a 
whole and usual person to a tainted, discounted one’ (p.257). The bearer is seen as different 
from others, sometimes seen as ‘not quite human’ as stigma might weaken all claims to so-
called ‘normality’ (ibid.: 258). The attributes that are perceived as undesirable are those which 
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are incompatible with society’s stereotype of what a given type of individual should be. Stigma 
does not reside within a stigmatized person, but it occurs within social contexts that define 
attributes as devaluing and occurs during a social interaction. In its essence can stigma become 
a powerful social label that operates as a master status, eliminating other dimensions of the 
social identity and assuming that the individual is being incapable of fulfilling the role 
requirements of social interaction. Consequently, the ‘tainted’ social identity of a stigmatized 
person can likely influence one’s self-concept and identity (ibid: 257-259). Goffman explores 
how stigmatized individuals navigate through the social world by regulating others having 
access to discrediting information about them. Stigmatized individuals often attempt to ‘pass’ 
by hiding signs of deviance or showing signs of respectability by using strategies like complete 
concealment or identity management strategies. This are navigation strategies to function with 
stigma in one’s social world (ibid: 259-263).  
While Goffman’s work focusses on individual characteristics to understand stigma and 
its health consequences, Link & Phelan (2001, 2006) have broadened this view in the social 
context. They describe stigma as a social process that exists when an individual is labeled, 
negatively stereotyped, categorized as separate, and discrimination is experienced by someone 
who is in a position of relative power. Formerly abducted women, and men, often experience 
stigma due to their former association with armed groups which might result in rejection and 
social exclusion (e.g. Annan et al. 2011; Betancourt et al. 2010b; Boothby et al. 2006.; Denov 
& Marchand 2014; Kiconco & Nthakomwa 2018; Tonheim 2010). Rejection and social 
exclusion (social and/or economic) are an ultimate threat to the feeling of belonging and 
security. The consequences of stigma due to one’s social status is related to an increase of stress 
(in the form of discrimination). As Link and Phelan (2006) further propose in relation to health 
and adjustment, stigma may lead to experiencing less of the good things and more of the bad. 
This means that stigma not only increases stress, it also might jeopardize a person’s access to 
coping resources such as social support, self-esteem, and mastery (ibid.). Stigma might 
therefore have a ‘double’ negative effect. However, Link and Phelan (2001) also state that 
stigmatized individuals are not passive, but active agents. Individual differences in personal, 
social, and economic resources also shape life circumstances, therefore generating different 
outcomes of stigmatization.  
2.4 Summary 
This theoretical framework forms the basis for the general assumption whether marriage 
as in instrument is an outcome of successful reintegration, focusing on social and economic 
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aspects influencing the psychosocial wellbeing of formerly abducted women. As an 
interpretation of the empirical data has happiness been indicated as the general concept to 
understand psychosocial wellbeing from the participants’ perspective and in the light of a post-
conflict context. (Un)happiness is used to understand the quality of marriage, in turn influenced 
by the three variables love, economic wellbeing, and stigmatization. Per variable has been 
explained how it influences happiness but also how personal psychosocial resources, such as 
positive emotions, mediate unhappiness. This is understood as resiliency and coping strategies. 
While these variables have been presented separately, the analytic chapters will support that 
they are intertwined and dependent on the post-conflict environment. Of course, with a view on 
the Acholi structure of marriage (further explained in the next chapter) are relations with 
(extended) family members and co-wives in polygamous marriages also important mediating 
variables influencing the key variable of happiness.  
The analytic chapters that will follow from chapter 5 will focus on formerly abducted women's 
lived realities from the moment they returned from captivity. To illustrate the social context 
returnees came back to, the next chapter will provide a brief explanation of the history of the 
conflict and the current post-conflict situation. This is followed by general findings from the 
literature on the effect of abduction on girls as an addition to the empirical data. Furthermore, 
the chapter will provide an explanation about the Acholi marital institution to support the 
findings of current marital experiences.   
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3. The past and present of the Northern Ugandan conflict.  
3.1 The LRA insurgency  
From 1986 to 2006, the LRA terrorized the northern regions of Uganda in its fight against 
the Ugandan Government under the regime of current president Yoweri Museveni and its 
military, the Ugandan People’s Defense Force [UPDF]. In 1986, Museveni overthrew former 
president Tito Okello, an army general from the Acholi ethnic group (Finnström 2006). In 
response to this event, Acholi spiritualist Joseph Kony, founder of the LRA, believed that he 
had to fight for the rights of the Acholi people who were feeling marginalized during the politics 
of the 1980s and felt excluded after Museveni took power. The Acholi are one of the largest 
ethnic groups in Northern Uganda, mainly located in the districts of Gulu, Pader and Kitgum 
(Annan et al. 2009; Finnström 2006; 153; Pham et al. 2007, 2008). In spite of Kony’s belief to 
fight for the Acholi in engaging operations against Museveni’s regime, he received little support 
from the group itself. His unpopularity and lack of material support from the Acholi led to 
Kony’s revenge on the Acholi, resulting in a twenty year-long armed conflict.10 The conflict 
was characterized by brutal violence, large-scale killing, mass abductions, looting homes, and 
displacement. To strengthen the LRA’s army, they forcefully recruited adolescents and 
teenagers rather than adults (ibid.). It is estimated that between 1986 and 2006, the LRA 
abducted between 54,000 to 75,000 people, of which eighty percent have been children under 
the age of eighteen (Pham et al. 2007; 2008).11  
The most notable characteristic of the LRA’s violence was the mass forced displacement of 
nearly two million people. The Ugandan government sought to protect affected people against 
atrocities committed by the LRA by building camps to which people were forcibly moved (e.g. 
Annan et al. 2009; Finnström 2006; Mergelsberg 2012; Schlecht et al. 2013). The Ugandan 
Government had built a total of 251 so-called Internally Displaced People [IDP] camps across 
eleven Northern Ugandan districts (UNCHR 2012). Approximately 90 percent of the displaced 
population were Acholi. Displacement caused individuals’ loss of land and cattle, two major 
income generating resources in Acholi society. This resulted in increased vulnerability for the 
Acholi as they became highly dependent on humanitarian emergency aid (Derluyn et al. 2013; 
Finnström 2006; Mergelsberg 2012; Schlecht et al. 2013). Living situations in the camps were 
 
10 Other ethnic groups were also targeted, see Pham et al. (2008) 
11 Due to poor documentation of unregistered children and children who did not return with the help of a 
rehabilitation center, it is stated that the estimation is not precise and the total amount of children who have been 
abducted can differ compared to these numbers. Numbers are also unknown of those who did not return or who 
are still in captivity (Pham et al. 2008). 
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most commonly situated as over-crowded, forced isolation, disrupted family and community 
bonds and high levels of poverty (ibid.). It was only until 2006 that peace returned to the districts 
of Northern Uganda when the LRA retreated into the Democratic Republic of Congo after 
several failed peace negotiations (Annan et al. 2009; Pham et al. 2008). Between 2006 and 
2009, 90 percent of the displaced population returned to their villages or resettled in new 
environments near their villages (Annan et al. 2009; Mabikke 2011). Upon return or 
resettlement, new struggles began for the population such as returning to destroyed houses, lack 
of boundaries between properties and lack of resources to rebuild their homes (Mabikke 2011). 
Land conflicts arose and became a serious post-conflict problem. Land has always been the 
greatest resource of which Acholi's derived their livelihood. Due to the passing away of clan 
elders, the custodians of customary instruments, many people were unaware of their located 
land and to whom it belonged. Land being the only capital returning IDP possessed to rebuild 
their livelihood resulted in tensions of land grabbing within the villages, land being fiercely 
defended, and over-prized (ibid.)  
The Ugandan government implemented the National Peace, Recovery and Development 
Plan (PRDP) in 2007 to stabilize and recover North Uganda by eradicating poverty and 
improving the welfare of the population (Kiconco & Nthakomwa 2018).12 International Alert 
(2014) has indicated that since the ending of the conflict, business and investments run as 
expected but the Northern regions remain poor. Only 15 percent of households reported that 
their income was sufficient to support their needs and agriculture remaining the leading 
occupation (Kiconco & Nthakomwa 2018)13. 
3.2 Abduction & returning home  
It has been documented that girls have fulfilled multi-faceted roles within the LRA. 
They fulfilled roles as fighters, were often used as sex slaves, forcefully became wives of rebel 
commanders and consequently bore their children,14 and fulfilled domestic tasks (e.g. Annan & 
Blattman 2009; Annan et al. 2011; Mazurana & Cole 2013;). The roles girls carried out have 
been essential for the structure, functioning, and survival of the LRA15 (Annan et al. 2009; 
2011; Denov 2007; Mazurana & Cole 2013). Abduction lengths have varied from days up to 
 
12 see also Government of Uganda (2011) 
13 See also International Alert (2014) 
14 Not all girls and women bore children, possibly explained by infertility, leaving children behind when 
escaping or escaping shortly after marriage (Information taken from interview with Vicky, Gulu Town, April 23, 
2017) 
15 The LRA could not solely rely on the looting of homes. Everyday tasks such as cooking, cleaning, farming 
(when possible) were also needed for survival. These tasks were carried out by girls (McKay& Mazurana 2004). 
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multiple years. There were little chances to escape due to the chance of being killed when being 
caught (Annan et al. 2008, 2009). Leaving the LRA was mainly possible by escape, and rarely 
by release or rescue by the UPDF. The SWAY report (2008) documented that 68 percent of 
female abductees escaped by themselves.16 
Girls who were able to leave the LRA returned to the totally disrupted and changed 
society, which is still continuously changing (e.g. Annan et al. 2009; Betancourt et al. 2010a; 
Derluyn et al. 2013; Vindevogel et al. 2017). Besides dealing with the psychological 
consequences of their LRA-related, post-conflict challenges have been indicated as educational 
and employment disadvantages and stigmatization by family and community members (Denov 
2015; Denov & Lakor 2017; Mazurana & McKay 2001; Mazurana & Cole 2013). Reported 
stigma among girls stems mainly from community perceptions that their association with the 
LRA and the subsequent ‘bush behavior’ – e.g. anti-social, violent, untrustworthy- is at odds 
with cultural accepted behavior based on social norms and values (e.g. Annan et al. 2008 ; 
Kiconco & Nthakomwa 2018; McKay & Mazurana 2004). Additionally, the Acholi spiritual 
belief implicates that those returning from the bush are possessed by spirits of the dead, cen, 
who seek revenge because not having been buried decently. Cen can bring sickness, nightmares 
and horrible daytime visions and gross misfortune upon those who forcefully kills a person, or 
stumble upon bones (Finnström 2006). Perceived anti-social behavior and experienced distress 
by returnees are often explained by the possession of cen, causing avoidance by others out of 
fear that the madness or misfortune will transfer to them. One can only be cleansed through 
spiritual rituals. (ibid). All these challenges hold profound psychosocial consequences upon 
return (McKay & Mazurana 2004; Wessells 2004). 
To address these problems, official Disarmament, Demobilization, and Reintegration 
(DDR) programs have been implemented to support children in their reintegration process. 17 
These programs are characterized by providing psychological, social, educational and 
economic assistance to returnees to successfully return to their communities (Derluyn et 
al.2013). The prevalence of returned girls in Northern Uganda has been returning to their 
communities without this assistance, explained as ‘spontaneous’ reintegration (e.g. Annan et 
 
16 The SWAY report (2008) found that females were more likely to experience short abduction, but once taken for 
several months, females tended to spend a longer time in captivity compared to boys. This can possibly be 
explained by the value of girls within the LRA. See SWAY report (2008) for more information. 
 
17 The official structure of DDR programs is physically removing children from their weapons (Disarmament), 
detaching them from the military structure (Demobilization), and providing psychological, social and economic 
assistance (Reintegration). These programs have proven to be successful (Paris Principles 2007). 
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al. 2008; Annan & Brier 2010; McKay & Mazurana 2004; Denov 2007). In their process of 
return, girls seek themselves for strategies to reintegrate back and face their psychological, 
social, cultural and economic challenges by themselves. Reports have shown that returning girls 
often preferred not to enter DDR programs as anonymity provides them with a degree of 
protection from potential post-conflict stigmatization, as it can also be the result of their 
ignorance of the existence of or limited access to these programs, as well as by the design of 
these programs18 (Denov 2007, 2010; McKay & Mazurana 2004).  
The SWAY report (2008) has documented that the majority of girls appear to be resilient 
and able to cope with their social problems and emotional distress. Serious distress enabling 
women’s daily functioning only persists in a minority (same results Annan et al. 2011; Lenz 
2017; Veale et al.2017). Family and community acceptance appeared to be the main factor 
contributing to these outcomes, with stigma decreasing over time with 90 percent. This does 
not dismiss the problem of stigma, but it is more commonly experienced in single relationships 
rather than the wider community (same results Annan et al. 2009, 2011; Veale et al. 2017). 
Contrary to these findings, Amone-P’Olak et al. (2015) have stated in their study of long-term 
reintegration outcomes that nearly fifty percent of their sample reported social exclusion due to 
stigma with depressive symptoms as a result. Regarding economic reintegration, economic 
opportunities remain limited for returned girls (Annan et al. 2008, 2009, 2011). Although 
employment among formerly abducted women is moderately lower than that of non-abducted 
women, the daily wages are little different. This is not related to their abduction but economic 
challenges remain present for the entire Acholi population (Annan et al. 2008, 2011). 
 3.3 What happens after return?  
The presented findings on the general reintegration process of formerly abducted 
women in Northern Uganda show the first transition(s) after return. Marriage is another 
transition related to age (Kiconco 2015; Kingma 2016). The next paragraph will elaborate on 
the importance of marriage as a normative expectation and the influence of war on the Acholi 
marital institution. 
3.3.1. Marriage in Acholi society: before & after conflict  
The institution of marriage plays an important socio-economic role in the Acholi society 
(Annan & Brier 2010; Baines & Gauvin 2014; Hopwood 2015; Kiconco & Nthakomwa 2018; 
 
18 Much critique is given on the DDR assistance regarding girls. Programs remained to be male-focused, but so 
far, they have been unable to successfully address girls complex social, psychological and medical needs 
(McKay & Mazurana 2004; Tonheim 2010; Betancourt et al. 2011; Annan et al. 2009). 
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Schlecht et a. 2013; Whyte et al. 2013). The marital status is part of a person’s socialization, a 
rite of passage for recognition, respect and pride, including being it a source of well-being. 
Married people are perceived to be responsible, reliable and respectful as they have children 
and run households. Unmarried people are disfavored within Acholi culture and stereotyped as 
unable to fulfill their allocated roles (ibid.). Men traditionally become the households of family, 
financially supporting his family and women are responsible for domestic tasks and care for the 
children. Women’s daily obligations are to everyone in the homestead, not only to her husband 
and children (ibid.). 19 This is represented in the central role of marriage, namely unifying clans 
and to control procreation for the continuity of lineages. The dowry payment by the man’s 
lineage validates the mutual commitment between both lineages and extended families. The 
dowry is a resource for the woman’s lineage to fund marriages of their sons, as will the wealth 
circulate further through villages while unifying alliances between different clans (ibid.)  
In rural Acholi land, the patriarchal setting is based on extended families. A typical rural 
family consists of a husband, wife(s),20 unmarried children, parents of the husband, unmarried 
siblings, offspring of deceased siblings, among other relatives. Most activities like farming are 
shared to promote cooperative families (Kiconco & Nthakomwa 2018). The patrilineal kinship 
system organizes residency and inheritance through the patrilineal line, making women 
dependent on their future husband for economic prosperity. An Acholi woman marries into the 
clan of her husband. Traditionally, a woman acquires social status within her husband’s clan 
after completion of the marriage rituals and dowry payments. She gains economic rights and 
access to family resources like access to land and livestock. It is a confirmation of mutual 
appreciation and formalizing the marriage, allowing the woman to create her home in her 
husband’s village, as for her children (Annan & Brier 2010; Baines & Gauvin 2014; Hopwood 
2015; Kiconco & Nthakomwa 2018; Schlecht et a. 2013; Whyte et al. 2013). However, a 
woman cannot inherit her husband’s land, but her children, especially sons, will have 
inheritance rights. In the case of a deceased husband, women remain economically secured 
through the inheritance rights of their children. Traditionally, a widow will be inherited by one 
of her brothers- in- law to remain a member of the clan (Baines & Gauvin 2014; Hopwood 
2015; Kiconco 2015; Whyte et al. 2013). If there is no widow inheritance, children become the 
protectors of their mother through their inheritance. In case of a divorce, both families will try 
to reconcile the couple. If it is concluded that the husband’s behavior is intolerable, the wife 
 
19 In urban centers women have often less obligations towards their extended family members living in villages. 
Their main obligation is towards their husband and children (Kiconco & Nthakomwa 2018: 66). 
20 Polygamous marriage is common in the Acholi culture. 
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will return to her ancestral home (ibid.). The ideology of Acholi marriage based on patriarchal 
values are highly valued but social and economic security for both men and women supposedly 
only works under conditions of stability of the system, because it relies on social cohesion and 
stable family units (Hopwood 2015; Whyte et al. 2013).  
 Displacement of the Acholi population and poverty have caused changes in customary 
marital practices that began to shift in times of conflict and continue to persist in post-conflict 
communities (Baines & Gauvin 2014; Hopwood 2015; Schlecht et al. 2013; Whyte et al. 2013;). 
The disruption of the social structure and family bonds, land conflicts and the persisting poverty 
in the post-conflict Northern Ugandan society have resulted in marital instability. This has led 
to informal marriages (absence of dowry payments, known as cohabitation) and short-lived 
relationships, leaving women caring for their children alone or living with men who are not the 
father of their children (ibid. ). In the latter case it is culturally unacceptable to ask a man to 
take care of another man’s child. Technically do children who are not acknowledged by their 
patrilineal line (born out of wedlock) fall under the care of the mother’s family (Bailey 2009; 
Whyte et al. 2013). In the post-conflict era, absence of any payment causes insecurities for all 
women and their children. Without dowry payment, a woman officially does not belong to the 
clan of her husband and holds no economic rights, no rights over her children, and her social 
status is not acknowledged. Children then do not belong to their paternal lineage. The ambiguity 
that exists for women concerning their rights over their children in an informal marriage is that 
the biological father or his family members can claim his children to his lineage by paying a 
compensation for legitimization, while the woman will not belong to his clan (Baines & Gauvin 
2014; Hopwood 2015; Whyte et al. 2013; 292). 
In the following chapter I will discuss how the above-mentioned information supported 
me to understand the lived realities of the participants.  
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 4. Methodology and methods  
This chapter discusses the methods and methodology used during my fieldwork and data 
analyses for the writing of this qualitative thesis. Guided by grounded learning, using 
ingredients of the Informed Grounded Theory approach, this chapter explains explicitly which 
steps were taken during my fieldwork and how I have interpreted stories that were shared in 
focus groups and individual interviews from a constructivist approach. This together has formed 
the framework and final result of this thesis.  
4.1 Grounded learning  
This study originated from an interdisciplinary approach, combining the field of 
anthropology and psychology to understand the lived realities of reintegration and psychosocial 
wellbeing of formerly abducted women in Northern Uganda. The anthropological approach 
predominates in this study. This is an outcome of my anthropological background and supported 
by arguments seeing reintegration (including marriage) and wellbeing in a socio-cultural 
context, understood by listening to the voices of the people who have experienced the process 
of reintegration (e.g. Annan et al. 2008; Wessells 2004, 2013). The psychological field has also 
increasingly shown that psychosocial wellbeing should be viewed as socio-culturally dependent 
in terms of definition and contributing factors. (e.g. Wessells 2013; Derluyn et al. 2013; Miller 
& Rasmussen 2010). Instead of studying clinical concepts describing wellbeing21, I aimed at 
learning to understand individuals’ wellbeing explained by themselves. Wessells (2013) argues 
this as grounded approach of learning, that is ‘learning and collecting data that resonate with 
the voices and understandings of individuals and are meaningful in the local context’ (p.91). 
Academically this refers to the (Informed) Grounded Theory (GT) approach that offers a way 
of gathering data and attending in detail to qualitative material to develop theories deriving 
from the data through systematic analyses (Charmaz & Belgrave 2012). The inductive nature 
of grounded theory allows to understand the lived experiences of participants where interview 
data are useful as it allows a researcher to create an interpretative analysis of the participant’s 
experiences (ibid.)  
 Informative Grounded Theory forms its ideas on abduction, rather than pure induction 
like traditional GT  (Thornberg 2012: 244). The abductive approach is something between 
induction and deduction,  It is seen that ‘the adoption of the hypothesis is not as being true or 
 
21 I could not study outcomes of wellbeing based on clinical concepts as I do not have a psychological 
background. 
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verified or confirmed, but as being a worthy candidate for further investigation’ (ibid.: 247). 
Following ‘ingredients’ from the Informative version of GT, the usage of methods evolved in 
line with my process of data collection. I refer to ‘ingredients’ because I would not state that I 
have followed exactly the guidelines attached to this approach but was grossly guided by it.22 
Criticism can be given about these processes, but in my opinion, this can be justified when all 
steps and processes are explained.  
The first stage was marked by three focus groups among formerly abducted women to 
learn and collect data regarding their process of return. Focus groups with people who share 
similar backgrounds create the opportunity to engage in conversations about topics that 
researchers wish to understand (Given 2008; Bryman 2008). As a result of comparing data from 
the focus groups, the general focus changed into the role of marriage in reintegration processes 
and how aspects of marriage influence psychosocial wellbeing. Semi-structured interviews 
followed in the second stage, focusing on the cultural, social, and economic aspects of marriage. 
This method provides an open-ended, in-depth exploration of an aspect of life about which the 
interviewee has substantial experience (Charmaz & Belgrave 2012). In the third stage I 
switched to ‘life history’ technique that aims to glean information on the biography of each 
participant, structured by themselves, in their words (Bryman 2008). I did not address the 
explicit concept of reintegration during interviews. The conceptual social and economic 
principles of reintegration were used later in the analysis to understand whether marriage 
contributed to the process, based on the general assumption that ‘marriage is an outcome of 
successful reintegration’. Before I elaborate further on the chosen research methods and 
methodology, I will present the areas of study and finding participants.  
4.1.1 Finding participants & areas of research  
The areas of research and the process of finding participants were interrelated in this 
thesis. Finding participants was rather more difficult than I had foreseen for various reasons. 
First, I was dependent on ‘intermediate native speakers’ with sufficient levels of trust in the 
community to contact participants and ‘convince’ them to be interviewed. Formerly abducted 
individuals might still face challenges concerning their social position within their 
 
22 For example, theoretical saturation as an outcome of theoretical literature sampling has not been satisfiable 
reached. This is defined by Charmaz and Belgrave (2012) as the point “when gathering fresh data no longer 
sparks new theoretical insights, nor reveals new properties of your core theoretical categories” (p.113). Memo-
writing, theoretical notes about data and conceptual connections between categories, was mainly done in the 
beginning of the analysis process but not throughout the entire process. This same applies for the systematic 
constant comparison of all data and literature. 
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communities. I found access to formerly abducted women through organizations or individuals 
who could identify women without risking their social position. Second, the issue of limited 
time to conduct the research was an obstacle for both finding participants as well in the process 
of interviewing. Time from both interviewer as interviewee limited the chance to conduct 
multiple interviews with every particular participant. In short, the method used for finding 
participants may be best characterized as multiple indirect snowball sampling (Given, 2008).23  
4.1.2 Areas of research 
Figure 2: Research areas 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  
Source: Google Maps   
Gulu district: Gulu Town  
Gulu Town is the center of the Gulu district which became a center of internal displacement 
during the armed conflict. Many NGO’s offered humanitarian emergency aid and opened 
rehabilitation centers for returning abducted children. The LRA became increasingly violent in 
the district and its surrounding communities. Many people fled from their villages to the city 
when LRA attacks intensified.24 Many children from villages walked every night to town to 
protect themselves from the nightly attacks and abductions by the rebels (night commuting). 
Gulu town became safer than the villages because UPFD soldiers protected the city.25 Many 
abducted children moved after return from the bush to Gulu town, seeking protection against 
 
23 Every interviewee was selected by a key person, who themselves were not interviewed (with the exemption of 
one key informant, a formerly abducted woman who selected others and wanted to share her story as well). In 
classic snowballing the initial informant is interviewed as well, where after the person assists in recruiting 
additional participants (Given 2008).  
24 Information subtracted from Fieldnotes, April 2017 
25 Ibid.  
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re-abduction and/or stigmatization stemming from their communities of origin. People also 
moved to Gulu, during and after the conflict, due to better employment and  economic 
opportunities.26 Participants who are currently living in Gulu town moved to Gulu after their 
return from the LRA for employment or avoidance of stigmatization in their home communities.  
Omoro district: Odek   
Odek is a village located in the Omoro district. Like many other communities in Northern 
Uganda, Odek suffered from abductions, rebel attacks, torture from both the UPDF and the 
LRA, and sexual violence. Odek is known as the ancestral home of LRA commander Joseph 
Kony and where the LRA initiated its first steps against the UPDF (Justice and Reconciliation 
Project, 2014).27 This connection caused inhabitants of being accused of supporting the LRA, 
resulting in ‘invisibility’ for transitional justice interventions. The community endured an 
almost constant military presence of the LRA and UPDF (ibid.). In 1997, communities in and 
around Odek were forced out of their homes into Odek’s IDP camp. The LRA attacked the 
camp in 2004, known as the massacre killing many people, led by Dominic Ongwen.28 In 2006, 
after hostilities ceased, people returned to their villages. Up till today, Odek suffers like other 
communities in Northern Uganda from the consequences of the war, poverty, and loss of 
resources.  
Amuru districts: Pabbo 
Pabbo is a subcounty in the Amuru district, known as having had the largest IDP camp in 
Northern Uganda. With housing 30,000 people at the opening in 1996, the camp counted over 
67,000 people over time.29 Life in the camp was characterized by miserable living conditions 
(Mergelsberg 2012). The camp was vulnerable to LRA attacks as its location was close to the 
Southern Sudan border and endured at least 12 attacks where people got killed and abducted 
from the camp (Mergelsberg 2012). 30 Many NGO’s and rehabilitation centers were located in 
the area. In 2008 the camps were officially closed, but some people remained in Pabbo as it was 
their home for most of their lives (Mergelsberg 2012). People chose to stay in Pabbo because 
of emerging land issues, better schooling, and employment opportunities.31 Until today, traces 
 
26 Ibid.  
27 One of my informants even directed me to the original place where the home of Joseph Kony was located. 
28 First ‘child soldier’ who was trialed in The Hague at the International Criminal Court 
29 Information subtracted from Fieldnotes, April 2017 
30 The LRA was supported by the Sudanese government and rebels moved back and forth between Sudan and 
Northern Uganda (Mergelsberg 2012) ; Information subtracted from Fieldnotes, April 2017 
31Ibid.  
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of the camp can still be found in the area with original huts from the camp, still housing families 
and individuals. Additionally do people still suffer from the consequences of the conflict.  
4.1.3 Finding participants 
The starting point of my introduction into the field of Northern Uganda was during my 
internship at the Center for Children in Vulnerable Situations [CCVS]. CCVS is located in the 
city Lira, the capital of Lira district in Northern Uganda. CCVS’s mission is to promote  
psychological wellbeing of children, young people and their caregivers who are living in 
vulnerable situations in post-war Northern Uganda. CCVS introduced me to several ‘contacts’, 
introducing me into the field of my research interest. This was the start of  multiple indirect 
snowball sampling (presented in chronological order)32.  
My internship supervisor introduced me to Judith, a counselor of the African Youth 
Initiative Network [AYINET], and to the project manager of Concern Parents Organization 
Uganda [CPA]. Judith had been working as a counselor for several years and had a great 
network with formerly abducted women, once supported by AYINET. A community mobilizer 
working for AYINET in Odek, mobilized a group of ten formerly abducted women who were 
willing to participate in this study. According to Judith, not much research was done in Odek, 
making it an interesting area for research. Odek was the first area I started my fieldwork and 
where I conducted personal interviews later in the process.   
CPA’s project manager linked me with the Wawoto Kacel Cooperative Society Ltd in 
Gulu. I was introduced to a group of women, consisting of a mixture of formerly abducted 
women and HIV-positive women. CPA linked me with Vicky, a formerly abducted woman who 
is one of the key figures in the Women’s Advocacy Network [WAN]. Vicky became a key 
informant in this study and connected me to a group of 5 women in Gulu who were members 
of the WAN. Over time, I gained more contacts with potential participants living in the area of 
Gulu. This resulted in moving from Lira to Gulu to save time. The Christian organization Amani 
Ya Juu Uganda  allowed me to meet once with two formerly abducted women who were willing 
to participate whereby the organization supported me with a counselor to guide the interviews.  
  My friend and roommate with whom I lived in Gulu introduced me to her translator in 
Pabbo. He identified three participants through his network and assisted me with a translator 
 
32 Detailed descriptions of the organizations can be found in Appendix I. 
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for the interviews. Although indirect sampling gave me little opportunity to specifically search 
further for participants (perhaps a comparison group), the areas where I was led too gave me a 
good into the differences between social and economic opportunities and/or obstacles in rural 
and urban areas. For example, women working for the organizations in Gulu town generated a 
(small) income apart from the expected financial support from their husbands.  
 4.2 Methods of data collection  
I used constructivist methods for data generation: focus groups, semi-structured 
interviews and ‘life-histories’. Constructivist methods aim to define what is happening in 
participants’ lives rather than discovering what is happening (Charmaz & Belgrave 2012). 
Learning about social realities is shaped and reshaped through social interaction and co-
constructed by interviewer and interviewee (ibid.). I was aware of my position as a ‘white’ 
woman interviewing war-affected individuals. I was informed beforehand that individuals 
might have the tendency to  expect help in any way in return for an interview. At the beginning 
of every interview I emphasized my inability to financially support them. I did share soft drinks 
and food as a thankful gesture. A final note on the sample size of this thesis is that it can be 
argued as ‘not being representative’ for generalization. However, in my opinion, lies the 
strength of the small sample sizes in the ability to increase the focus on the participant's lives, 
instead of dividing time among a larger group of participants. More time was available to 
explore the deeper meaning of their lived experiences.  
4.2.1 Focus groups 
Focus groups were a viable exploratory tool for developing the understanding of 
experiences and concerns present in participants’ lives. This form of interviewing gave 
participants’ the relative freedom to direct and discuss every topic as they saw fit (Given 2008; 
Bryman 2008). This approach was mainly the introduction to understand the socio-cultural 
context wherein participants’ lives are being shaped and experienced. I conducted three focus 
groups; 1) Odek with the counselor of AYINET at a community center that was known to the 
participants, gathered underneath a mango tree; 2) Gulu at the center of Wawato Kacel with a 
counselor of the organization, gathered underneath a mango tree; 3) Gulu at a local ‘café’ with 
the WAN and a translator of WAN, gathered underneath a tree. All focus groups were held 
outside to generate the feeling of safety and openness, showing participants they are free to talk 
about whatever they feel comfortable with.33  
 
33 Information subtracted from Field notes, March 25, 2017.  
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 Focus groups were structured by prefixed questions, used as a guide throughout the 
interviews. The first two groups focused on daily lives since return: daily lives and related  
feelings; activities for relaxation; relationships; everyday challenges and coping strategies; 
happiness. Themes of marriage and marital dissolutions were recurrent in these interviews. A 
distinction in these themes appeared between the Odek and Gulu group. In Odek all participants 
were married while also experiencing difficulties with their husband and in-laws. In Gulu, 
participants expressed motivations why they were not married or remarried after divorce or 
deceased husbands. These differences influenced the focus of the research, leading to the 
interest in the concept of marriage and differences in marital perceptions based on cultural 
expectations. The negative impact of marital relationships on wellbeing was striking. A follow-
up was not possible to explore these subjects. The third focus group with the WAN group 
focused on Acholi cultural and personal marriage perceptions, resulting in interesting new 
concepts forming the starting point for personal interviews.34 Subsequently, I sought 
participants whose experiences spoke to these questions.  
4.2.2 Semi-structured interviews 
Due to limited time to conduct follow-up interviews, semi- structured interviewing 
offered a good technique. I have used predetermined but open-ended questions to probe further 
information based on the given answers, guided by a pre-developed interview guide (Given 
2008; Bryman 2008: 467). The list of predetermined topics were: year of return and marriage; 
reason for marriage; meeting one’s husband; happiness in marriage; meaning of marriage; 
children; social network; work related questions; return of memories; coping with memories; 
future perspective; happiness; family. By comparing interviews, I developed new questions in 
preparation for each new interview 
A total of six semi-structured interviews were conducted. Although I generated much 
data, conversations staid on the surface and I felt that stories were incomplete. Answers did not 
explain how participants really felt. The inability to obtain more in-depth answers could be 
explained by the lack of trust towards me when discussing sensitive subjects, caused by my 
limited time. Other reasons could have been the structure and directions of my questions or the 
fact that in the Acholi culture one does not talk openly about their (marital) problems.35 To ‘fast 
track’ the trust-building process, I consulted ‘The River of Life’ method, a technique used by 
 
34To stay as open-minded as possible, I did not consult studies on the subject of marriage. I aimed at being 
guided by those who were experts by experience.  
35 Field notes, Gulu, April 10, 2017 
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CCVS in psychotherapy sessions. This technique positions events in time and place, including 
recalling negative and positive experiences to gain perspective on individuals’ lives.36 As I had 
no authority to perform psychotherapy I used this method in a different way. 
4.2.3 River of life: ‘life history’ 
The River of life is similar to the technique of life history interviewing, referring to in-
depth unstructured or semi-structured interviews aiming to glean information on the entire 
biography of each participant. It is a personal account of their life, in their words, using their 
personal lifeline (Bryman 2008: 196). I conducted a simplistic version without follow-up 
interviews, using a river as a metaphor representing a chronological lifeline. Participants were 
free to talk about any subject they felt comfortable with. This method, or life history, is useful 
to appreciate the social and cultural dynamics of individual lives as it focusses on changes in 
lives and meanings ascribed by participants to past events and experiences (Given 2008). The 
metaphors ‘rocks’ and ‘flowers’ represented unhappy and happy moments, the main purpose 
of this technique. In a way, asking whether moments were happy or unhappy justified my 
follow-up questions without directing the interview in an uncomfortable way for the 
participants. Even directing participants to steer the conversation can result in old wounds being 
reopened. That is why I tried, as good as possible, to ‘scan’ whether people wanted to delve 
deeper into a topic or not. The comfort of participants is the highest priority, therefore, I used 
concluding questions leaning towards positive responses focused on happiness and strength. 
This to bring the interview to closure on a positive note to bring participants back to normal 
conversational level.  
4.2.4 Number of participants 
In total, 32 formerly abducted women participated in this research. I have spoken with 
22 women in the focus groups and with ten women individually (semi-structured interviews 
and ‘life histories’).  I promised the participants complete anonymity, therefore are the names 
in this study fictional. The following table shows the overview of the individual interviews 
being represented in the empirical chapters.  
Table 1. Overview participants 
Name Age 
(approximately) 
Domicile Marital status Length 
marriage 
Level of 
education/ 
Employment 
 
36 Field notes internship CCVS, week of February 13, 2017 
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Skills 
trainning 
Consi 25 Pabbo Married 8 years Primary Peasant 
farming37 
& selling food 
Akello 45 Pabbo Married 27 years none Peasant 
farming & 
selling food 
Linda 34 Odek Married 14 years  none Peasant 
farming 
Gracey 30 Odek Married 12 years Primary, P7 
Tailoring 
program 
Peasant 
farming 
Jenny 31 Odek Divorced Few years none Peasant 
farming 
Alice 32 Pabbo Divorced 5 years none Selling food 
Eileen 34 Gulu Married/Divorced 
Married (informal) 
Current 
marriage: 
6 years 
None 
Tailoring 
program 
Amani Ya Juu 
Uganda 
Lily 33 Gulu Married 18 years Primary, P5 Amani Ya Juu 
Uganda & 
farming 
Eve 33 Gulu Married 8 years None, 
tailoring 
program 
WAN & 
author of book 
Vicky 32 Gulu Unmarried n/a 
 
 
University WAN & 
support other 
organizations 
 
4.3 Method of analysis 
A constructivist approach underpinned the analysis of this study, understanding the 
world of human experiences, suggesting that ‘reality is socially constructed’ (Charmaz & 
Belgrave 2012: 350). My aim was to construct participants’ experience through their actions, 
intentions, beliefs and feelings to build a conceptual analysis of them (ibid.). Based on my 
position as a ‘white’ interviewer, shared stories possibly have been influenced, however this 
 
37 Peasant farming means ‘digging on the land’ without rearing livestock.  
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cannot be verified. Answers might have been transformed out of ‘shame’, cultural expectations, 
or in the hope to receive help from me. Nevertheless, this thesis represents what has been shared 
with me. As Charmaz & Belgrave (2012) explain, ‘this approach explicitly provides an 
interpretive portrayal of the studied world, not an exact picture of it’ (p. 349).  
 All translators were female and apart from one person, all had a counselor related 
background. Female translators were important to create a safe environment wherein women 
are equals due to the sensitivity of the subjects and the social position of the participants. All 
interviews have been recorded with participants’ permission and transcribed in English as 
specifically as possible, including verbal communication, pauses, silences, disturbances, and 
emotional states of being. Because of the language barrier and translations, meanings of words 
or situations might have ‘changed’. This is an obvious risk when conducting research abroad 
and not speaking the local language.38  
The first phase of analysis was done by open-coding, using line-by-line coding referring 
to what was being said and to grasp what was happening in the data (Bowen 2006). After every 
interview, a short summary was written to identify controversial answers, deeper meanings, 
background information etc. By comparing  open-codes, recurrent themes have been identified 
to answer the main question:  Marriage, Stigma, and Psychosocial wellbeing. This was followed 
by another intensive reading leading to the formation of sensitizing concepts ascribed to my 
interviews, to provide guidelines to the data and reduce the amount of data (ibid.). An extensive 
list of sensitizing concepts was subtracted from the interviews such as ‘year of return’,  
‘happiness marriage’, ‘sharing thoughts’, ‘coping challenges’ (see Appendix II for the complete 
list). These concepts formed the ‘building blocks’ of the analysis as they created an awareness 
of relevant issues (Bowen 2006; Charmaz & Belgrave 2012).  
 Subsequently, the sensitizing concepts guided me in the development of sub-questions 
which in turn has led to the comparison of literature on the theoretical concepts and my 
empirical data.  
4.3.1 Identifying variables 
Sensitizing concepts form the ‘guide’ to understand which variables influenced the core 
variable ‘Marriage’ and outcomes of psychosocial wellbeing, completed with theoretical 
concepts to structure the sensitizing concepts.  
 
38 In the analytic chapters, quotations of interviews are moderated to make it better readable, however words 
have not been changed.  
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 The concept of marriage has been analyzed by expectations, desires, and outcomes of 
marriage, referred to as the quality of marriage. Expectations and desires were analyzed by 
personal motivations (social-cultural and economic) to marry and the cultural understanding of 
the Acholi institution of marriage. Social-cultural motivations refer to the normative 
expectation of marriage. Economic motivations refer to access to resources to meet one’s own 
and dependents’ subsistence need. Outcomes of marriage have been analyzed by participants’ 
concerns experienced within their marriage, referred to as marital dissolution. These are based 
on social relationships with spouses and extended family members. Experienced stigmatization 
within relationships is linked with psychosocial wellbeing. 
 Psychosocial wellbeing has been analyzed by emotions and feelings (psychological 
aspects) and social experiences (culture, traditions, relationships). It was mainly measured by 
levels of happiness, understood as ‘the normal and desired state of being’. Categories of 
happiness related to marriage were divided in ‘experiencing love’ and ‘economic wellbeing’. 
Other categories of happiness were identified as ‘having children’, ‘religion’, and the overall 
happiness of ‘being free’. Factors negatively influencing happiness have been analyzed by 
‘challenges in life’ and ‘stigma’. These outcomes have been explored by subjective feelings 
and ‘return of memories’. Solutions or coping resources have been analyzed as ‘coping with 
thoughts’, ‘coping with challenges’, ‘social network and help’, ‘happiness’, and ‘people to talk 
to about the past’. Although happiness does not include the complete essence of wellbeing, I 
support that the meaning of happiness includes a good description of what is culturally 
understood as factors that might improve and highlight one’s life, thus wellbeing.  
Reintegration has been analyzed based on the conceptual meaning of social and 
economic reintegration. Social reintegration is includes social status, social acceptance, and 
stigmatization. Economic reintegration is analyzed by access to resources, meeting one’s own 
and their dependents’ subsistence need. The above-mentioned, together with the theoretical 
framework, offers the foundation on which the following empirical chapters are based. 
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5. Motivations to marry 
This chapter is the starting point to understand to what extent marriage supports women in their 
social and economic reintegration process, evaluated from the psychosocial perspective 
"happiness", understood as ‘a normal and desired state of being’ (Vorhhölter, 2019). In relation 
to reintegration, this chapter will support the assumption that marriage indeed attributes to 
restoring the sense of security, predictability and normality through the obtainment of social 
and economic resources (e.g. Annan & Brier 2010; Bailey 2009; Baines & Gauvin 2014 Denov 
2010; Kiconco &Nthakomwa 2018). However, the purpose of this chapter is not to downplay 
the fact that if a returned woman had the option to marry, this was also a preferred choice. When 
trivializing this choice, the complications of these women’s post-abduction lives and 
empowerment is possibly denied (Mazurana & Cole 2013).  
By understanding personal motivations to marry, divided between socio-cultural and 
economic motivators, this chapter will explain that these choices were driven by desire (happy 
moment) or need (unhappy moment). Although these choices are also intertwined when having 
fewer options for re-rooting in society after returning from captivity, the difference between the 
two motives is important to see that personal psychosocial needs differ. The benefits of 
marriage, viewed as a resource model, mainly contribute positively when one's personal needs 
are met (Williams 1988). The first sub-question ‘What does marriage as an institution mean to 
the reintegrating women’, will hereby be answered. As a comparison to why participants choose 
to marry, the last paragraph will outline the story of Vicky who deliberately chose not to marry. 
Her story confirms the importance of social and economic opportunities for women in their 
reintegration process and how then marriage becomes a free choice rather than a need. 
5.1. ‘I feel respected’ - Socio- cultural factors 
The most important protection factor in reintegration processes is to rebuild social 
relationships as it mediates wellbeing, producing possibilities for growth or suffering (Veale et 
al. 2017; Kingma 2016). In this trust-building process, returned women are expected to socially 
function in accordance with socio-cultural normative expectations. The ability of marriage for 
returned women therefore becomes important, to move away from their deviant identity into 
being perceived as a socially respected individual like other members of their community (e.g. 
Denov 2010; Kiconco & Nthakomwa; Mazurana & Cole 2013; Shepler 2014).  
Of the nine married women, seven women married out of  socio-cultural considerations. 
Motivations were based on the importance of marital status in their socialization process, thus 
44 
 
obtaining respect and social status. This was explained by the cultural perception that unmarried 
women are being ‘treated like a child’ or ‘being perceived as a prostitute’. These stereotypes 
refer to individuals being ‘irresponsible’ to fulfill their allocated roles. Of these seven women, 
five women experienced marriage as a happy event in their lives since their return, based on the 
normative achievement which contributed to their happiness:  
‘…I am very happy I got married and by culture I am officially married…In 
Acholi tradition when you are a woman or a girl that have not been married they 
don’t respect you… they take you like a child, they don’t respect you in the 
culture…’39  
None of the participants’ referred to the hindrances of getting married based on the stigma of 
being ‘impure’ or ‘unmarriageable’. This is in line with the findings in Northern Uganda of  
Annan et al. (2008, 2011) who indeed have found that broad based community stigmatization 
decreased over time. Only Linda, living in Odek, explicitly referred to how community 
members perceived returnees:  
‘They used to say those ones who come back from the bush, that we have these disorders, 
the community felt we cannot get married.’40  
Linda returned from captivity while being pregnant in 2003, aged 20 at that time. She returned 
to the IDP camp in Odek where she was cared for by her mother. Shortly after her return she 
gave birth to her daughter and met her husband:  
‘…my man used to treat me in the right ways…he used to like my baby, he carried 
the baby, that was the beginning of our courtship, him carrying my child…so at 
some point he talked to me and I had to agree, we started staying together. I 
went to his home when my child was beginning to stand, learning to stand.’41 
Linda became the second wife in a polygamous marriage, which is common in Acholi tradition 
(Porter 2016). Her marriage was not immediately formalized by a dowry payment, possibly 
caused by the lack of financial needs of her husband which is highly common in post-conflict 
Northern Uganda. In 2004, Linda became pregnant and gave birth to her first son and in 2011 
her marriage was formalized:  
 
39 Quote taken from interview with Linda, Odek, April 21, 2017 
40 Ibid.  
41 Ibid.  
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‘I love my husband and we are still living together…I feel respected because I have been 
married officially, so it was a happy moment and I am very happy I have children.’42  
In accordance with Linda’s case, three other participants also married to obtain respect and 
acceptance. Referring to Linda, her happiness was translated as experiencing respect (emotional 
support) and economic support from her husband, which Linda explained as love. This love 
was reaffirmed when she and her husband had a child, creating a reciprocal relationship which 
forms the basis in Acholi love (Porter 2016). One can also suggest that Linda’s choice to marry 
was based on economic motivations, because she returned with a child from captivity and 
needed a husband to support them both. Economic motivations are highly supported in other 
studies (e.g. Annan & Brier 2013; Bailey 2009; Baines & Gauvin 2014), but Linda never 
mentioned this as a direct reason.  
 Socio-cultural motivations did not arise for every participant from their inclination and 
perception of happiness but from their family's desire to meet this normative expectation. They 
expressed this by marking marriage as a life event as a ‘stone’, which meant unhappiness using 
the River of Life interview technique. For example, when Gracey returned from captivity in 
2003, aged 16 at the time, she desired to resume her education. Her father refused to pay for 
her school fees which she experienced as hurtful. This motivated her more to fulfill her desire 
and eventually managed to enter a tailoring program. This enabled her to practice some small 
business, making her happy, and giving her control over her life. Her mother, on the other hand, 
disagreed with this choice:  
‘I was making money of my clothes and I bought a cow [to support my family]. My 
mother was complaining that why did I have to buy a cow while I did not produce a 
baby boy yet? My mother felt it differently again, very bad, so for me it was a hard 
moment, I had to fall in love with somebody, I was 17 years old.’43 
Gracey desired to be like her age mates, first go to school and marry at the age of 20 years old. 
However, her mother desired Gracey to marry earlier to fulfill her allocated role. This also 
relates to the need of Gracey’s family to receive a dowry payment that could be used for her 
brother’s marriages. This reflects the importance of dowry payments in Acholi society in 
relation with poverty, being a resource for women’s lineages to fund marriages of the men. It 
also implicates the limited available resources for households in post-conflict communities, 
 
42 Ibid.  
43 Quote taken from interview with Gracey, Odek, April 21, 2017 
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‘pushing’ daughters to marry to fill the gap (Schlecht et al. 2013). Gracey's story shows that 
poverty predominates in post-war areas and reinforces adherence to patriarchal ideology. Living 
up to the patriarchal ideology to be better accepted by her family became more important to 
Gracey’s happiness. This entanglement between socio-cultural expectations and the creation of 
economic security is in line with the original function of the marriage institution. However, as 
shown in the next section, economic motivations are often also based on the loss of parents and 
the lack of other opportunities. 
5.2. ‘I just felt like it is good if I find a man who can support me’- economic 
factors 
In a society where economic opportunities are limited, women try to start a new life in 
their communities by forming marital relationships to explore resources that can nurture their 
economic assimilation. Through marriage women obtain land rights so they can practice 
peasant faming, the main occupation for women in Northern Uganda (Annan et al. 2008; 
Kiconco 2015). While these relations positively should nurture their economic needs for 
themselves and if so, their dependents, it does not immediately refer to a contribution to their 
happiness. Again, there are two sides connected to these motivations.  
Two participants expressed their direct motivation to marry based on the need for economic 
support. They did not have access to other possibilities to nurture their financial need and both 
had lost (one of) their parents who used to support them before their abduction. Consi’s mother 
used to financially support her into school. After she passed away, no family member could 
support for her school fees. It upsets her when thinking about it:  
‘…when I think of my mom and the time I stayed there with those people [LRA), 
it makes me think cause I keep thinking that when I was at home my parents were 
there and my mother could at least struggle and get money and pay me at 
school…’44 
At the age of 18 she married her husband, because ‘there was no way forward’. Her family’s 
economic hardships caused struggles and stress, ‘that is why I started to look for a man’: 
 
44 Quote taken from interview with Consi, Pabbo, April 20, 2017 
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‘It was not all that happy moment for me, I still wanted to study, but because 
there was no way now is why I got married’…but of course it was a happy 
moment...when I just went [to her husband’s village] I felt happy.’45 
Her ambiguous answer shows that she first desired to finish her education before transitioning 
into adulthood by fulfilling the expected traditional role as a woman. Her family’s financial 
situation ‘pushed’ her in the way of supporting herself through marriage. Eventually did her  
unhappiness changed into happiness.  
 Economic motivators are not only based on necessity but are intertwined with desire. 
For example, Jenny returned after nine years of captivity with her daughter. During her absence 
her parents passed away, turning her uncle into her caretaker:  
‘By the time my uncle took me from the rehabilitation center, they sent me home, 
they rehabilitate you with some few things [money, rice, sugar, cooking oil, 
beans] and my uncle does not like people all that much but because I was 
rehabilitated with a few things he welcomed me [he lived in Gulu]. When 
everything got finished, my uncle said I should go back to the village…he 
deceived me because the money I got from the rehabilitation center was taken 
by him and by that time he said he could not manage living with me anymore…’46 
Jenny went back to her ancestral home where her siblings lived. When her daughter was 
growing up she ‘reached a moment I felt that I need a home [for me and my daughter]’. She 
desired a father figure for her daughter and support for them both. Both her desire and need 
reflect the complication of post-abduction lives, especially when returning with a child, an extra 
‘burden’ young women have to carry.  
5.3. Conclusive remarks 
All returned women came back to an environment with social and economic insecurities. 
Social insecurity was based on the expected traditional role as a woman, whether by their choice 
or the ‘motivations’ of their family. The desired obtainment of social value and respect was 
expressed as the social-cultural motivator to marry. Social value and respect gave them the 
feeling that they matter, and in this case, was expressed by some in the words of love. Economic 
insecurity was mainly caused by the effect of armed conflict on households, resulting in families 
not being able to support their returned daughters. Economic motivations were expressed in 
 
45 Ibid.  
46 Quote taken from interview with Jenny, Odek, April 21, 2017 
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two ways. Consi referred to economic support in the way that her family could not provide for 
her anymore. This was related to her education, but also her basic needs. Jenny referred to 
economic support in the way of supporting her child she returned with.  
In all the stories, marriage stems from the women’s desire and need for security 
expressed in love, social respect, and economic support, contributing to their happiness. In other 
words, the lack of security upon return caused unhappiness and needed to be changed. These 
findings suggest that marriage indeed functions as a resource model. Social and economic 
security represent the basis of respect, self-esteem, and pride which provides formerly abducted 
women to become and function as an accepted member of society, promoting positive 
psychosocial outcomes47. Understanding the motivations to marry gives a better insight in what 
was needed after return, but on the other hand does it also confirms that participants had no 
other option, such as jobs to support themselves. This is what Vicky expressed as women's ‘lack 
of economic empowerment’:  
‘the war might have ended, but economic empowerment should have been the 
main thing to be done…once you cannot afford to do certain things on your own, 
it is a very big problem, that is what has affected many women.’48 
 To elaborate further on this, the next paragraph illustrates Vicky’s motivation not to marry 
after her return with two children. Her story bears witness that when returned women do have 
the chance to resume their education, getting married does not necessarily becomes the only 
way to achieve economic security to increase chances of successful reintegration.  
5.4. ‘Let me be free’ – motivations not to marry 
After eight years of captivity, Vicky returned to her family with her two children.49 She 
received counseling through a rehabilitation center, but she was more concerned about finding 
a job to support her children. The rehabilitation center gave Vicky the opportunity to go back 
to school in Kampala:  
 
47 Studies of e.g. Betancourt et al. (2008), Denov (2010), and Vindevogel et al. (2017) support the finding that 
social and economic security influence positive psychosocial outcomes, supporting returnees to cope with war-
related experiences.  
48 Quote taken from interview with Vicky, Gulu town, April 23, 2017. 
49 In 2004, Vicky returned.  
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‘…I always had the interest to study, and this never went away from me. I missed the 
opportunity to be a better person in life, that is what I thought while being in captivity. I will 
make it back to school is what I thought when I came back…’50 
With the support of her family by taking care of her children, Vicky passed her exams in 
secondary school and eventually found sponsors to help her go to University. Throughout her 
education she never shared stories of her past with others out of fear of stigmatization. But when 
she met her boyfriend in university, she felt for the first time confident and safe to share her 
stories: 
‘I told him everything after opening up. Just out of nowhere, he kept quiet and I 
asked him ‘What is the problem?’, he said ‘nothing’, he did not talk. I said ‘If I 
did something, tell me, then too I know. I know who I am, I know the kind of 
stories that surround me and it might not favor many, it is okay, I am ready to 
carry the cross of my life, but kindly let me know what I did wrong so I can start 
telling my mind the direction I am going’’…When I opened up and he kept quiet, 
the feelings really tortured me…’51  
Her boyfriend left her without any notice. Months later he contacted her saying he was busy 
with work. He never contacted her again:  
‘The hurt is paining, I can’t tell anybody [my story], not even at home. They 
don’t know how I lead my life. But I told myself to contain my experiences to 
myself. I told myself to accept the situation and let it be the way I am. I prayed 
and it was not necessary for me to have a man, I am fine, I don’t want a man.’52  
Vicky graduated from university, being one of the happiest moments in her life. She would 
never have been where she is today if she would have been committed to a man. She would not 
have become an advocate for war affected women, traveled the world to share her story and 
would not have a job. Both her children go to boarding school in Kampala financed by herself. 
Her personal accomplishments do not exclude thoughts of ‘having a complete life’ with a 
husband. She is being ‘held back’ because of her children:  
‘If I get a man, what if he will not love my children? It means I can never be 
happy, cause I know because what I have gone through, I value them, they no 
 
50 Quote taken from interview with Vicky, Gulu town, April 23, 2017. 
51 Ibid.  
52 Ibid. 
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longer have a father, I am everything to them…What man will want kids that 
don’t have their own father?’53 
Through the patrilineal kinship system children belong to their father’s lineage including having 
inheritance rights. New partners often do not want to use their resources to take care of someone 
else’s child (Baines & Gauvin 2014; Hopwood 2015; Bailey 2009).  
Vicky’s parents have never questioned her decision of not getting married. Friends 
sometimes tell her to settle with a man, but Vicky sees it differently:  
‘…not having a man does not mean I am not settled. I really offer to do work, 
from Monday to Friday I work. If I get paid for work, I offer myself. It is survival. 
I will do it, so I am free, I adjust easily in what I do…I am an exposed lady who 
needs her time. If a man is willing to wait, it is okay. I need the liberty to develop 
in the line of my experience and what I can do as long it is something that 
contributes to my life, then I want a man. Without [a man] would work best for 
me.’54  
5.4.1 Conclusive remarks 
Vicky’s story confirms the fact that ‘successful’ reintegration is based on multiple factors. 
Economic reintegration was possible because of her education. Social reintegration was 
influenced by the supportive role of her family and their acceptance of her children. The 
combination of her social and economic reintegration influenced her psychological wellbeing, 
feeling independent and valuable as a citizen of society. Her success in life makes it possible to 
cope better with her past, but her past also influences her choice not to marry. She became 
aware of her own and her children’s vulnerability after her boyfriend left her. She is aware of 
the risk of stigmatization and rejection and consciously made the decision not to be with a man 
(for now). While expressing her desire for ‘leading a complete life’, being together with a 
husband, shows that a complete life would mean fulfilling the traditional role of being a wife. 
For many formerly abducted women who return with children, a main challenge is to find a 
new partner who would accept their children and who would support them financially. The 
difference between Vicky and the other participants is that Vicky had an opportunity that others 
did not have, going to school and social support. ‘It is not easy to lead a single life’ . She is 
 
53 Ibid.  
54 Ibid.  
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aware of the financial struggles that cause her stress but the fact that she is free in doing what 
she wants helps her in overcoming these challenges: ‘Let me be free’. 
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6. Challenges within marriage  
The previous chapter explicated that marital motivations were based on socio-cultural and 
economic desires and needs. Whether it was a choice based on initial happiness or unhappiness, 
the participants eventually married to improve their social and/or economic situation. This 
chapter will continue on the positive outcomes of marriage, love, and economic wellbeing. I 
will discuss as well how social and economic security for married individuals supposedly 
gained through marriage only works under conditions of stability of the system. Economic 
hardships, caused by the long-lasting effect of war, influences the stability of the system (e.g. 
Baines & Gauvin 2014; Hopwood 2015; Whyte et al 2013). It also  influences individuals’ 
behavior, mainly causing distress (Ross et al. 1990; Taylor & Broffman 2011). When social 
and economic securities become uncertain, senses of security, normality, and predictability that 
are important for social functioning are jeopardized (Derluyn et al. 2013; Miller & Rasmussen 
2010; Vindevogel et al. 2017). The extra risk formerly abducted women face, is the risk of 
stigmatization which is one of the main reported factors disrupting marriage stabilities (Kiconco 
& Nthakomwa 2018). However, experiences of stigma do depend on whether people live in 
rural or urban environments (Kiconco 2015). This chapter will function as an answer to the 
second sub-question, ‘Which (socio-cultural and economic) factors influence the quality of 
marriage’. First the definition of ‘a good marriage’ according to participants’ perspectives will 
be explained to form the starting point for the evaluation of marital quality. Subsequently, 
economic and social challenges influencing the marital quality are discussed.  
6.1 ‘That means marriage is successful’  
The general view of a good marriage is based on marital relationships that function as a 
consistent source of social support through life, promoting emotional wellbeing and enhancing 
coping strategies for dealing with stressors (Cotten et al. 2003). Marital behavior is regulated 
by social norms and values. The division of roles are guided by the rules and assumptions of 
the marital institute. These behaviors are internalized as ‘taken-for-granted’ practices of 
marriage (Lauer & Yodanis 2010). In Acholi marriage, these behaviors refer to the balance of 
reciprocal relationships, where the responsibilities of husband and wife are divided to maintain 
stability within their home (Porter 2016). Porter (2016) documented that marital practices 
underwent changes due to the war such as shift in gender-roles and postponed or no dowry 
payments.55  This is what El-Bushra (2003) argues as adhering to the marital ideology based on 
 
55 See Porter (2016) for more information 
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the patriarchy but having become difficult to put into practice due to the social and economic  
disruptions. 
  Multiple participants defined ‘a good marriage’ mainly based on the traditional values 
of Acholi marriage. They referred to the reciprocal marital relationship based on: being 
respected and valued by your husband, in-law family members, and community members; 
having rights to land; having children and sending them to school; being financially and 
emotionally (loved and appreciated) supported by their husband. A woman should know her 
role as a wife and mother. She must be respectful towards her husband and in-law family, work 
on the land (harvesting), and raise her children. A man should respect his in-law family by 
paying dowry to show his appreciation to his wife’s family for raising her the right way, work 
on the land (digging and planting) and pay for his children’s education. Both spouses should 
bring pride to their families and set the right example for their children. When all those things 
are happening, that means ‘marriage is successful’.56 Although each participant acknowledged 
the central role of dowry payment in formal Acholi marriage, cohabitation is the most common 
form of (informal) marriage in Northern Uganda.57 
6.1.2 “The beginning was good, but his behavior changed” – the diminishing 
of economic support 
All participants stated their marriage had a good start. They felt loved and respected by their 
husband (social support), they were economically supported and those whose husband had land 
were given the rights to work on it. Those who returned with children from the LRA 
experienced acceptance from their husband, including care for their children. No one reported 
any issues58. All husbands knew about their history of abduction and did not experience this as 
a ‘problem’59:  
‘He said that it had not been because of me that I was abducted and for him at 
that moment he never felt it bad that I was abducted. Like for him he does not 
 
56 Information & quotations subtracted from focus group, Gulu town, April 8, 2017  
57 The difference between formal marriages and cohabitation is the issue of legality. Without formalization of a 
marriage, women are vulnerable. If a couple separates, women are legally not entitled to resources. This issue 
may also result in women residing in unstable (abusive) marriages out of fear of losing resources, increasing 
marital problems such as abuse. Information subtracted from interview with Vicky & Eve, Gulu town, April 9, 
2017 
58 These findings are based on the first marriages of the participants after their return. Three of the seven 
participants left their husbands due to domestic issues (physical abuse). 
59 I have not identified whether husbands’ families objected towards their marriages. Kiconco (2015) has 
documented in Northern Uganda when potential in-laws have knowledge about the past of formerly abducted 
women, many consider them as inferior and not good enough for their son 
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know whether he would stay with me if I was not abducted, it should not mind 
that I was an abductee and for him it was okay to live with me’.60 
Why participants revealed their past to their husband was not explained. Denov and Marchand 
(2014) explain in their study with former Colombian child soldiers that revealing their past was 
a form of preventative disclosure (p. 237). This strategy refers to disclosing information to 
prevent long-term problems (refers to Goffman 1963). It could be argued that participants did 
not want their past to become a problem in the future. Of the nine married participants, two 
were married to former abductees and seven were married to non-abductees.  
Whereas relationships serve as a source of social support, in turn it can also become a 
source of conflict and distress by factors influencing individual’s behavior (Cotten et al. 2003; 
Huston 2000). Seven out of nine participants experienced changes in their husband’s behavior 
after some time. Five participants reported change after the birth of their first child. The main 
change reported was the diminishing or complete withdrawal of economic support. Why 
husbands’ behavior changed was explained by alcoholism, ignorance, and having the feeling  
‘the love changed’. The change of love was expressed by receiving less support because their 
husband would feel less responsible since the birth of their children. For example, Consi said:  
‘…maybe my husband thought that he now has children and that I can never go 
away cause of the two children, that is why he acts like that…if I go back home, 
who will take care of me and my two children? At least I stay, suffer when the 
man provides little.’61  
Withdrawal of financial support, referred to as suffering, would have been a reason to leave, 
however, participants would then jeopardize their own and children’s social and economic 
security. When a woman leaves her husband, she will risk losing her children to her husband or 
when going back to her ancestral home her children might not be accepted. This is because of 
the patrilineal descent system, where children fall under the care of their father (Annan &Brier 
2010; Baines & Gauvin 2014; Whyte et al. 2013).  
Husbands’ diminishing or stop of financial support was reported as one of the main 
challenges participant’s experienced, causing stress and unhappiness within their marriages. 
They worry about the care of their children and supporting them into school. The expectation 
that the marital union should bring about economic well-being, an aspect of happiness, has led 
 
60 Quote taken from interview with Gracey, Odek, April 21, 2017 
61 Quote taken from interview with Consi, Odek, April 14, 2017 
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to disappointment. Other studies have indicated that lack of economic support is not specifically 
a problem for formerly abducted women in Northern Uganda, but a general problem caused by 
poverty (Kiconco 2015; Schlecht et al.2013; Whyte et al. 2013).  
6.1.2 ‘Do not bring the bush mentality into the house’ 
Experiencing distress does not immediately mean a diminishing of marital quality. 
Distress and marital quality are based on both spouses’ coping strategies and mutual support to 
resolve the distress in difficult circumstances (Cotten et al. 2003; Huston 2000; Ross et al. 1999; 
Thomas et al. 2017; Wadsworth 2016). Stigma promotion increases levels of stress as it 
jeopardizes access to coping resources such as social support, self-esteem and mastery (Link & 
Phelan 2006). Stigma exist in social interactions and becomes a powerful social label, assuming 
that the individual is being incapable of fulfilling the role requirement of social interaction 
(Goffman 1963). Stigma is a social process that exists when an individual eventually 
experiences discrimination by someone (Link and Phelan 2006).  
Participants reported they confronted their husband with their need of finances and 
actively tried selling food on the market or working on the land themselves to help support the 
family. However, the outcome of their strategy resulted often in negative behavior of their 
husband, whereas three participants referred to stigmatizing behavior and two participants to 
aggressive behavior: 
‘…my husband did not help me, there was no any help I got from his home, so I 
wanted to sell [vegetables] on the market to get little money, but my husband did 
not want that…he wanted me to be at home, go very early in the morning to the 
garden, come back and stay…but when I told him I was going to the market to 
sell tomatoes because they would get spoiled, he just started fighting [physically 
and verbally]…he would say I am traumatized because that thing happened to 
me…saying those who come back from the bush are traumatized from what they 
were doing in the bush…’62 
References to ‘being traumatized’ and ‘possessing the bush mentality’- i.e. having a dangerous, 
unintelligent, offensive, and uncivilized mindset or behavior (Baines & Gauvin 2014; 
Finnström 2006; Kiconco 2015)- are the negative social labels attached to participants’ 
identities, creating a devalued status associated with negative connotations. Why husbands 
 
62 Quote taken from the interview with Alice, Pabbo, April 14, 2017 
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stigmatized during arguments was unknown. Only Linda referred to her  husband’s behavior as 
‘to cover his back’. Stigma was used to defend his incapability of financially supporting her. 
This could be explained by the imbalance of the reciprocal relationship between spouses and 
shift in gender-roles whereas the wife takes responsibility for both her own and husband’s role 
of financial supporter. Because all participants reported experiences of stigmatization during 
arguments over financial hardships, it could also be argued that economic tensions itself is a 
factor for stigmatization. Kiconco (2015) argues this in his study of formerly abducted women’s 
post-war lives. 
 Being stigmatized by one’s husband was reported as the main factor causing emotional 
unhappiness within marriages. Coping with one’s past is difficult when constantly being 
reminded about it:  
‘The worst thing in my life is when my husband gets drunk, he talks about me 
being in the bush and having mental disorders and if I want to bring that kind of 
stupidity to his home, I feel bad about it’.63 
Besides experiencing stigma themselves, many participants referred to the transition of stigma 
to their children, whether having been born in captivity or after return. In Acholi culture, this 
can be explained by the spiritual belief of cen, the possession of revengeful spirits of the dead, 
that can be transferred from one person to the other. Although no participant directly referred 
to cen, it is a common belief. Denov (2015) and Denov & Lakor (2017) have found that the 
intergenerational impact of stigmatization can lead to negative impacts on children’s lives, such 
as physical, psychosocial, and socio-economic problems64. Linda’s husband started to withdraw 
his support from her daughter she returned with since the birth of their first child:  
‘He withdrew his love from my baby girl to love his own children…he started 
even telling those ones who comes to our home, that ‘You see this child? It is a 
LRA kid’…he refused my child when he was thinking that my child have this 
mentality of the bush and he doesn’t want my child to live in his home, so that 
my child should be taken away from his home, and I took my child away and took 
her to my mother.’65 
 
63 Quote taken from the interview with Gracey, April 21, 2017 
64 I did not elaborate further on this subject 
65 Quote taken from interview with Linda, Odek, April 21, 2017 
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This rejection and stigmatization of her daughter could also be  explained by the cultural 
perception that children belong to the clan of their father whereby Linda’s husband no longer 
wanted to support her daughter after the birth of his own children. Additionally, children born 
out wedlock fall technically under the care of the mother’s family (Annan & Brier 2010; Bailey 
2009; Denov 2015; Denov & Lakor 2018; Kiconco 2015). Regardless of the reason why 
children are being rejected, sending one’s child away is emotionally challenging. 
6.1.3 Conclusive remarks 
The start of every marriage appeared to be beneficial for every participant. It is about 
obtaining love and happiness, partly based on financial support. All husbands knew beforehand 
about their wives’ history and accepted this which showed the beginning of a trust-building 
process. However, since the birth of children, marital qualities have been influenced by 
husbands’ changing behavior, expressed in diminishing their financial support which seriously 
jeopardizes senses of security for both participants’ own care and of their children. Marital 
disagreements resulted in stigma promotion, showing a lack of trust while social acceptance 
should diminish levels of stigma. Blaming participants’ behavior based on the negative 
attributes attached to their stigma results in emotional hurt and being constantly reminded about 
their past while trying to cope with their memories.  
6.2 ‘Maybe they don’t cooperate with people who came back from the bush’ 
– stigma stemming from extended family members  
Expressed by the participants themselves, a good marriage also includes having valuable 
relationships with in-law family members and community members, referred to as the extended 
family. The Acholi tradition includes that spouses’ obligations apply to the entire homestead; 
however, this applies more to rural areas than urban areas (Kiconco 2015). Extended family 
and community members are part of the internalized marital social support system, meaning 
when having marital disagreements, other family members could support to resolve the 
problems. Those living in the rural areas, Pabbo and Odek, are the only participants who 
experience challenges with their extended family. Those living in Gulu Town experience no 
stigma from others in town. Reasons are having less contact with in-laws (as they live in the 
villages) and as three participants said, ‘living anonymously by hiding their past from others’. 
Additionally, they have been married to an ex-returnee, making in-laws possibly show more 
empathy because their son shares the same experience. The following paragraphs will therefore 
only discuss challenges with extended family members of those (6 participants) living in the 
close-knit communities, Pabbo and Odek.  
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6.2.1 Stigma stemming from in-law family members and co-wives 
Different reasons were given why participants experienced disagreements with extended 
family members, however the outcome appeared to be the same: stigma promotion. Consi’s 
first experienced stigmatization by her mother in-law after the birth of her first child. Her 
mother in-law only heard through gossips that she was a returnee. Consi was accused of not 
fulfilling her domestic tasks properly based on her ‘bush mentality’. It made her feel bad, but 
she does not believe she can argue with her mother in-law based on cultural hierarchy: 
...there is nothing I can do because my mother in-law is a grown up lady, she 
knows what is bad and what is good, but I cannot say anything because I am a 
young lady.’66  
Others reported disputes with co-wives when being in a polygamous marriage. Of the 
individually interviewed participants only Linda reported on issues with her co-wives but 
multiple participants of the focus group in Odek reported similar issues67. Linda is being treated 
differently compared to her co-wives ‘because they think I have the mentality of the bush68’. 
Compared to her co-wives, Linda receives less financial support and because of her past her 
children are indirectly being punished because of her husband’s refusal for support: 
‘I feel the pain because he does not pay for their school and when I begin to talk about 
it, he diverts it into the mentality of the bush.’69  
Another issue that bears witness to Linda’s inferior treatment is when having 
disagreements with her husband, recalled by Linda as ‘domestic issues’. In clan settings a 
family gathering is issued to ‘solve’ marital and family issues.70 The difference, however, is 
that there are not family meetings when her co-wives have domestic issues with their husband: 
‘He speaks about what happened, he also talks about my past and then the rest of the 
members share now, they give their opinion…They [co-wives] feel like I have mental 
disorders, this is what they cause, what they speak about in a meeting.’71  
Linda feels she is being unequally treated because of her past. Culturally, there is a difference 
in co-ranks. First wives are seen to have more power in households than second wives. Thus, 
 
66 Quote taken from interview with Consi, Pabbo, April 20, 2017 
67 Information subtracted from focus group Odek, March 25, 2017 
68 Quote taken from interview with Linda, Odek, April 21, 2017 
69 Ibid. 
70 Explanation given by Judith, AYINET, translator, April 21, 2017 
71 Quote taken from interview with Linda, Odek, April 21, 2017 
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being less financially supported can be seen from Linda’s rank as second wife. This is also 
supported in the studies of Annan and Brier (2010) and Annan et al (2013). They found that 
although formerly abducted women are able to marry after return, it was more likely they 
became second wives thus having less power in a household. Contrasting with this finding is 
that Linda's husband has married a third woman, which would culturally mean that Linda's rank 
is higher compared to his third wife. She should therefore have more power in the household, 
which she does not experience. This again could be explained by her ‘devalued status’ as former 
returnee:  
‘I feel like it is very difficult to live in such an environment where they talk about you 
and gives you a lot of stigma…’72 
6.2.2 Stigma stemming from community members (neighbors) 
Five participants testified of having difficult relationships with their neighbors which mostly 
begins when having disagreements based on lending others supplies, like food. Gracey outlined 
a situation like this:   
‘At some point somebody may come to borrow something from my home, like 
beans because they are badly off, and maybe when I like get to follow up what 
somebody have borrowed, they go behind your back to talk about you saying ‘the 
mad person from the bush wants all her things and wants to bring back the 
madness of the bush to her but she will not [get her things back].’73 
Gracey believes that stigmatization is used as an offense which only occurs during 
disagreements. Being perceived as ‘contaminated’ by community members shows they are not 
fully socially accepted, but rather being distrusted. Their devalued social status hinders their 
social interaction with others, which jeopardizes their feeling of belonging to their community. 
This also refers to their children. A few participants expressed that neighbors believe that the 
‘bush mentality’ has passed on to their children, mainly when children have little fights with 
others. Parents fear that their child would become ‘possessed’ as well. Stigmatization against 
their children influences their children’s  wellbeing, but also jeopardizes the participants’ 
strategy of concealing their past from their children. All have  made the conscious decision of 
waiting to tell their children until they are older and because they are aware of what the impact 
(stigma) might have on their children: 
 
72 Ibid. 
73 Quote taken from interview with Gracey, April 21, 2017 
60 
 
‘They [those who rumor] might think they are just talking or making people to 
know about me and my children, but it affects that this stigma on a kid can start 
questions, the kid comes to the mother and talk about it, it is already 
retraumatizing [for me] and the kid will ask me to explain certain things... 
Stigma will move from mother to a child, their father is a rebel, and they will ask 
‘What kind of a father do I have?’74 
Out of protection for stigmatization and revealing their past towards their children, two 
participants have sent their children to school in Kampala.75  
6.4 Conclusion 
Drawing on the stories of the participants, challenges experienced with husbands and in-laws 
are mainly caused by difficult economic circumstances. Economic hardships cause stress 
among every individual, influencing one’s behavior which in turn affects social relationships 
with others, causing disagreements. The extra burden is the reaction of others in disagreements,  
resulting in stigma promotion. Relationships with others are affected by the negative social 
label of being ‘traumatized’, possessing cen, or ‘having the bush mentality’. Stigma influences 
the quality of relationships with their community members in close knit communities, although 
this only applies when having disagreements or when it involves their children. In times of 
disagreements the ‘trust’ in the participants disappears, causing them not to be taken seriously 
when having arguments. Their past is being used as an ‘excuse’ when they try to defend 
themselves and their children and is used as a reason to abuse them physically, verbally, 
emotionally, and financially. It jeopardizes their access to social support to cope with these 
challenges and decreases their chances to establish a feeling of belonging in their community. 
Any level of stigma causes not being completely accepted. These findings assume that the 
marital union does not fully functions as a consistent source of social support, but causes stress 
allowing them not to forget their past. But as will be shown in the next chapter, the participants 
appear to be resilient in coping with emotional challenges.  
 
 
74 Quote taken from interview with Vicky, Gulu town, April 23, 2017 
75 Their financial situation was better compared to others.  
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7. Coping with challenges in their marital lives 
As it appears in the previous chapter, women are generally socially and economically 
not fully secured. This stands in contrast with the social and economic securities the marital 
institution should provide, in terms of traditional Acholi social and cultural values. Any form 
of stigmatization ensures resistance in the attempts of formerly abducted women to regain 
complete trust and acceptance of the people. Restraining financial support shows that through 
marriage the women are not able to fully re-establish their livelihood. The happiness, and love, 
they experienced on fore hand, changes over time, thus also their psychosocial wellbeing. 
However, this chapter will highlight that regardless of having unsupportive husbands who 
stigmatize them and extended family members who devalue them, the women are not passive 
victims. Despite exposure to the considered risks, they testify to be resilient to attain desirable 
social, economic and emotional adjustment. This chapter functions as an answer to the last sub 
question, “How do the women cope with challenges, faced in their marital lives?” 
7.1. Coping with lack of support within the marriage  
‘You have married me, I have produced children, I will dig in this land and I will 
use the good harvest to pay my children.’76  
Generally, what became evident is that the women had to provide for their basic needs and 
those of their children, by themselves. ‘I pay for the school fees, my husband does not believe 
in education’ said Akello77. According to her, the war changed the mindset of men. Seeing that 
her husband did not go to school due to the armed conflict, he believed that his son should not 
need it either. Similarly, Gracey’s husband preferred spending his money on alcohol, whereas 
Linda said that her husband did not dig while it is expected for a man to work on the land. Jenny 
also confirmed that her husband did not dig when she was married to him. Vicky added to these 
findings that ‘the war spoiled people, no longer respecting their culture and their obligations.’78 
She further explained that the effect of the loss of jobs when living in IDP camps causing a shift 
in gender roles continued in the post-war era. When men lost their power and wealth due to loss 
of land and cattle, women gained more economic empowerment as they sought for other ways 
to support their families. Women who used to step up to contribute to the family are the ones 
who continue with this (El- Bushra 2003). Of the nine married women, only two were supported 
by their husband.  
 
76 Quote taken from interview with Linda, Odek, April 21, 2017 
77 Personal interview with Akello, Pabbo, April 14, 2017 
78 Personal interview with Vicky, Gulu town, April 23, 2017 
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The financial challenges the women faced on a daily basis were a factor of stress, 
including the permanent burden of the costs of their children’s education. Whereas financial 
stress is tied to perceptions of lack of control interfering with one’s coping resources, 
participants’ resilient attitudes shows differently. Their resilient attitudes are influenced by their 
positive self-perception like ‘I am strong and independent’79 and by their positive attitudes of 
‘feeling happy because I’m not in captivity.’80 Their resilient attitudes in seeking alternative 
opportunities show they take responsibility for their financial situation and could be translated 
into challenging the cultural norms, thereby positively changing their position within society 81. 
Like Linda said, and what was confirmed by the other women was:  
‘I feel if I keep asking from my husband, I will again get more stigma, more trauma, all 
sort of stupid things, so I feel like I should do it myself.’82 
To support their attitude of ‘doing what they can’, many find support in their religion: 
‘For my future I do pray that God should help me be a strong woman and I have 
to keep this home now and stay in this home.’83  
The trust in God and the strength they find within themselves directs the women in finding 
alternative solutions to their financial needs. They dig on the land themselves, sell their harvest 
on the market to increase their income and with the little means they have, they try to support 
their children through school. The women living in Gulu found mainly their employment with 
the organization through which I came in contact with them. In the Amani centre, the women 
were tailors, and those working for Comboni Samaritan occupied different professions from 
tailoring to making beads. As an extra addition to their income, they also worked on the land. 
Besides the women’s effort to financially support themselves, some received financial support 
of their family members of their ancestral home while receiving little support from their in-
laws. Only Linda is supported by her father in-law who lets her dig on his land and tries to act 
like a mediator when having disagreements with her husband. The help of self-support groups 
for financial issues was also being reported. These groups are micro-credit groups where all 
 
79 Quote taken from interview with Akello, Pabbo, April 14, 2017 
80 Quote taken from interview with Lily, Gulu town, April 18, 2017 
81 For more detailed information about shift in gender roles, see Kizza et al. (2012) An escape from agony: A 
qualitative psychological autopsy study of women's suicide in a post-conflict Northern Uganda. International 
journal of qualitative studies on health and well-being, 7(1) ; Silberschmidt, M. (2001) Disempowerment of men 
in rural and urban east Africa: Implications for male identity and sexual behavior. World Development, 29(4). 
82 Quote taken from the interview with Linda, Odek, April 21, 2017 
83 Quote taken from the interview with Akello, Pabbo, April 21, 2017 
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members loan each other money to support themselves in, how they named it, ‘the garden’. 
However, it is still understood that ‘with material things, you need to work for it, then you will 
get it84’.  
Besides the lack of financial support within marriages, women also experienced a lack 
of emotional support, expressed in stigmatization that triggers the memories of the past. Many 
sought emotional support from other social actors to improve their happiness (psychosocial 
wellbeing). Emotional support was mostly received from fellow former abductees. The trust in 
fellow abductees lies in the understanding, and confidentiality. Many people still have a certain 
attitude towards formerly abducted men and women, which means they have to be careful with 
who they share their thoughts with, especially if the problems they face are based on their past 
experience with the LRA:  
‘If you talk to those people [former abductees] who went through that condition 
[abduction], they would never go with it anywhere because for them they went 
through that condition, but if you go with that situation to who never went 
through it, that would just change to stigmatization, as I told you before, they 
start pointing at you, that is why I cannot talk to them [those who have not been 
abducted.’85  
There are support groups where formerly abducted women share their experiences and 
difficulties they face regarding their past. Those who receive emotional support of their 
husbands are the ones whose husband is also a fellow returnee and can understand where the 
need comes from to share the experiences of the past. 
7.2. Coping with stigmatization 
  ‘Leaving or keeping silent.’  
The stress process theory argues that social support and stressors are core components of the 
degree of people’s psychosocial wellbeing. Whereas stress can undermine an individual’s 
mental health, social support can serve as a protective resource. Social support can provide as 
a resource for coping that decreases the harmful impact off stressors on wellbeing (Betancourt 
&Khan 2008; Cotten et al. 2003; Taylor & Broffman 2011; Thomas et al. 2017; Veale et al. 
2017). Social support may also positively influence wellbeing through increased self-esteem, 
which involves more positive views of oneself (ibid). Concerning family members, receiving 
 
84 Quote taken from the interview with Gracey, Odek, April 21, 2017 
85 Quote taken from interview Gracey, Odek, 21 April 2017. 
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support may feel a great sense of self-worth, and self-esteem may be a psychological resource, 
encouraging optimism, positive affect, and better mental health  (Thomas et al. 2017). The 
additional burden of stigma might increase stress and in turn, jeopardizes a person’s access to 
coping resources to deal with the experienced stress (Link& Phelan 2001). 
 Of the nine married women, three women left their husbands due to their abusive and 
stigmatizing behavior. With the support of family and friends, they had the courage to end their 
marriage and was it accepted by them to leave their husband. Of the three women, two are 
single parents now and one found a new husband, although she is not formally married yet. 
Eileen left her husband because he was very violent. The last time he abused her, he kicked out 
a few teeth. For her, this was a sign that she would risk her life by staying with him. When I 
asked her how the people around her reacted when she left him, she said:  
‘My close relatives like my mother my father my uncles, were really not happy 
the way the man was treating me the way he could fight like for example when 
he fought me and my teeth all were out, they were not happy… now our 
separation to them it was okay because it is in the long run he might kill me so 
they supported my leaving and they say if I go back to that same man, whatever 
the man will do to me will be your own problem because you experience how he 
is treating you and if you go back it is your own problem…’86 
After her separation, Eileen did not return to her ancestral home, but she remained in Gulu town 
and rented a house on her own. In Acholi culture, it takes a lot of courage for women to leave 
their husbands as they jeopardize their own and children’s social and economic security. 
Legally can the father and his lineage claim his children, while a woman then is ought to leave 
her children.  
Traditional Acholi code determines that from the moment a woman formally marries, 
she falls under the responsibility of her husband’s family. Her rights to land, and those of her 
children, thus her entire source of income, becomes dependent on the man. With that, the 
women’s whole right to existence is intertwined with her marital status. As Linda told me, she 
wanted to leave her husband. In reality, this was not even alternative for a woman in her 
‘position’:  
 
86 Quote taken from interview with Eileen, Gulu town, 18 April 2017. 
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‘…my brother advised me that if I am not being chased from the family  I should 
stay here and keep the children, cause if I get home again [ancestral home] I 
will get married to another man and that would mean I will have three clans, the 
clan of my first child [who she returned with], the clan of this children and again 
the clan of the new man, that would not be a good combination… I can stay here 
keep the children if the land is being given to me, let me tilt the land feed the 
children and live my own life, so I feel I should go that way and if my husband 
comes there is no problem, I can give the food, I can wash the clothes but the 
concern is now keeping the children that is my responsibility and I am okay with 
it.’87 
Being able to work on the land herself and securing her children’s rights to inheritance 
for a better future are more important for Linda than leaving her husband and 
jeopardizing these securities. Given the situation at hand, where her husband does not 
take care of her children while she is there, she wonders who would take care of them 
if she is not around. In the best-case scenario, she could find a new husband, but for 
Linda it is too uncertain whether things would play out better than with her current 
husband. ‘Who would accept a woman with three children?88’ Also, with a new husband 
she would have to bear more children, which would broaden her financial burden even 
more. This vicious circle that symbolizes Linda’s options and deliberations is one that 
many returnees face. Many indicated that they were unhappy in their marriage, but that 
they did not have the choice to leave. They accept to rather swallowing the 
stigmatization, because the alternatives are limited or even worse than their current 
situations. This coping mechanism also refers to the stigmatization stemming from 
community members. Every woman who experienced this testified of keeping silent and 
avoiding confrontations:  
‘I have to keep quiet’89 
‘I feel I let it go, I rather not ask about my things, because when I ask for it, by 
the time I am going back home they are talking about me, I am moving but some 
 
87 Quote taken form interview with Linda, Odek, 21 April 2017 
88 Ibid. 
89 Quote taken from the interview with Consi, Pabbo, April 20, 2017 
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people are talking behind my back, so I head up and I leave the things and don’t 
ask for it anymore.’90 
The women are aware that any other reaction to stigmatizing attitudes than ‘keeping silent’ 
could reinforce the negative beliefs associated with their past. This coping mechanism is also 
confirmed in the research of Annan et al. (2009) and Kiconco (2015). It could also be interpreted 
as changing attitudes of the women themselves, trying to move on by trying to ignore the 
negative attitudes. 
 
7.3. “Creating their own happiness”  
The different mechanisms the women employ  to cope with the challenges that stem from the 
sole fact of them being married, stood central in the previous subchapters. Now, the focus will 
lie on the tactics and strategies the women employ to actively improve their mindsets and 
happiness (psychosocial wellbeing). I have tried to touch on by asking, ‘What do you describe 
as happiness, and what makes you happy?’  
Marriage is not the main direct facilitator of the women’s happiness, seeing that the 
original and societal concept of marriage would give them economic support. In reality, they 
receive and expect little to none economic support of their husbands. The main marker for the 
women’s reintegration and psychosocial wellbeing is their chances of economic progress. The 
same goes for their interpretation of the concept of ‘happiness’. Economic progress would bring 
happiness to their lives, by diminishing the permanent stress of the daily means of existence. 
An economic and financial stable position would give them the opportunity to provide their 
children with a better future. Their marriages would ensure the best possibility in Acholi 
society, for them to be the most economically stable. Meaning, the women would put 
themselves on the side for the believed happiness of their children. In a way, the coping 
mechanism entails that the women would put their happiness with the happiness of their 
children, which in turn would realize their happiness. Furthermore, marriage does play an 
indirect role in the creation of the women’s happiness. Seeing that for now, their biggest source 
for happiness is their children. For the women, it was one of the only manners in which they 
could realize their expected traditional roles as women, wives and mother in Acholi culture. 
Seeing that their children are a confirmation of the marriage, while also being a result of the 
 
90 Quote taken from the interview with Gracey, Odek, April 21, 2017 
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marriage. Without children the marriage would not be valuable. So, in turn, the concept of 
marriage is intertwined with children; a successful marriage means having children.  
Happiness is mainly found in ‘incidental moments’, with children, their partners, their 
family, or in moments of economic success. For the women, it was not an ongoing state of 
mind. They linked the term happiness to daily life details or small glimpses of progress. It was 
very clear that stigmatization was the main indicator of their unhappiness. Stigmatization was 
spoken about in the sense that it brought negative thoughts. When asked about how the women 
would make these negative thoughts disappear, the response often would be ‘by thinking about 
my children’. Furthermore, happiness was related to freedom. For them, being free and being 
at home instead of being in captivity, meant happiness and gratefulness. Marriage gave them 
the opportunity to be free in a way. Marriage functioned as the starting point to be able to work 
and provide their children with education. Culturally, marriage meant they were not officially 
an outcast anymore.  I asked Jenny if she often thinks about her time back in the bush. This 
question was a follow up question after Jenny shared an extended version of her abduction 
experiences. Jenny said:  
‘At some point I think of maybe have the flashback, the moment where the 
children are disturbing about the school fees, maybe when the food is not there, 
that is when I take a flashback off what happened in my life, but most time I only 
depend on prayers of not thinking about the past, and bringing the past even 
back to present.’91  
 This quote shows that Jenny used her traumatic experiences originating from her time in the 
bush, as a way of coping with the stress she faces in her everyday life. The trauma functioned 
by putting her daily struggles into perspective. 
7.4. Conclusion 
This chapter has shown the different mechanisms the women exercise, to cope with 
challenges they face in their marital lives. A large influence on their happiness (psychosocial 
wellbeing) was the existence of the potential social support they received from their families or 
from their peers, who had been through the same challenges. To cope with their unhappy 
marriages, where emotional and economic support was lacking in most cases, most women took 
matters into their own hands by finding employment. Women try to become more economically 
 
91 Quote taken from the interview with Jenny, Odek, April 21, 2017 
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independent from their husband. They prove that they can manage without their husbands’ 
support. Again, their main goal is to afford their children’s educational fees.  
The main indicator of the women’s happiness is their focus on the happiness of their 
children. The women see their children as positive outcomes of their marriage, which can be 
understood as a coping mechanism. The resilience it takes, to stay within their marriages where 
they face a lot of stigmatization, to provide for their children, is something that resurfaced 
numerous times in the interviews. Despite the struggles, the women actively chose to stay. This 
shows that they shift the meaning of happiness away from their direct state of being, to the state 
of their children.  
None of the women saw their marriage as a direct cause for their happiness. The concept 
of marriage was seen as a mere vehicle that would facilitate the women’s chances on other 
forms of happiness. Such as economic stability, securing a better future for their children and 
themselves and being able to be regarded as a right fitting woman as much as possible.  
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Conclusion & Discussion – ‘I feel happy because I feel I can make 
it!’92 
The aim of this qualitative thesis was to test the assumption whether marriage, as a concept in 
itself, was an outcome of successful reintegration among formerly abducted Acholi women. 
This has been explored by broadening the understanding of what social and economic 
reintegration entails and how social and economic aspects of marriage may or may not have 
contributed to positive processes in the light of post-conflict Acholi society. Subsequently, the 
Acholi marriage institute has been studied as a marital resource model to understand the relation 
between social and economic resources, deriving from marriage, and the influence on returnees’ 
psychosocial wellbeing. To test this assumption, the main research question has been answered:  
‘How does the institution of marriage contributes to the processes of reintegration and the 
psychosocial wellbeing of formerly abducted women, in contemporary Acholi society?’. To 
answer this question, a theoretical framework has been constructed based on three themes: 
Marriage, Stigma, and Psychosocial wellbeing. Guided by sensitizing concepts, psychosocial 
wellbeing has been identified as ‘happiness’ which formed the basis to understand motivations 
to marry, challenges and coping resources in marital lives to eventually understand the general 
marital outcomes (and marital quality) in relation to success of reintegration. 
Nine out of ten women made the conscious choice to marry after return from captivity. 
The combination of traditional Acholi values and the uncertain economic post-conflict situation 
played a central and decisive role. These motivations were based on improving their desire and 
/ or needs to generate social support (love and respect) and economic support to influence their 
happiness after return. Not all choices were based on a personal desire to marry at that moment 
(‘marriage was not such a happy moment in my life’) but were influenced by the social 'pressure' 
of others to meet their allocated role and by the lack of economic opportunities. However, this 
is not the complete story. Whether choices to marry were considered happy or unhappy did not 
alter the fact that they all tried to achieve a real and honest partnership, based on reciprocity. 
Furthermore, all women did state that their marriage had a ‘good start’. This confirms that 
marriage initially served as a resource model for social and economic support. In this phase we 
see a dominance of positive psychological factors, giving (periods of) happiness for the women.  
The initial experienced positive emotions in every marriage have been challenged by 
economic hardships, a persisting consequence of war, taking their toll on the quality of marital 
 
92 Quote taken from interview Lily, Gulu Town, April 18, 2017 
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relationship, influencing the marital function of economic and social support. With the 
exemption of two husbands, all married men gradually withdrew their support, mainly after the 
birth of their children. The increasement in marital dissolutions based on the diminishing or 
stop of financial support negatively influences the women’s happiness and  stress. Furthermore, 
stigma promotion as an outcome of marital dissolutions is striking, decreasing levels of social 
support and increasing additional levels of stress. Experiences of stigmatization as an outcome 
of disagreements, mainly based on economic disputes, with extended family members (co-
wives, in-laws, and community members) was also commonly reported. The clear distinction 
in levels of stigmatization between those living in the rural areas of Pabbo and Odek (higher 
levels of stigmatization) and in Gulu town (lower levels of stigmatization) can be explained by 
the difference of living in close-knit communities and the increased likelihood of living 
'anonymous' in the city. It can also be explained by the fact that participants living in Gulu are 
the only ones married to ex-returnees, therefore, could the comparison be seen as not completely 
verifiable. To gain a better perspective on these issues concerning stigma promotion, it would 
be interesting to illuminate husbands’ and extended family members' experiences on their 
relationships with the women. Continuing, any level of stigmatization shows that marriage does 
not ensure complete social  acceptance. Instead, it shows that marriage does not constantly 
function as a source of social support, but rather causes stress enabling returnees to forget the 
past and jeopardizing feelings of belonging.  
The resulting stress from social relationships, economic hardships and stigma all have a 
negative impact on the marital quality and participants’ psychosocial wellbeing. In accordance 
with the theory, stressors can be counterbalanced with individual’s personal psychosocial 
resources such as senses of control, mastery and social support from others. By ‘keeping silent’ 
they try to cope with stigmatization and take matters in their own hands. They find employment, 
seek membership at self-support groups, claim their rights to land to ‘dig’ themselves, all 
together to avoid discussion over financial matters and to secure as good as possible the future 
of their children. Taking control over their financial situation is a ‘forced’ encouragement to 
challenge their cultural role, becoming economically more independent from their husbands, 
which is a positive change in society. On the other hand are they also ‘unhappy’ by the inability 
of depending on their husbands to provide for them and their children. These finding suggests 
that despite their challenges they cope adaptively with the experienced stress which is in 
accordance with studies that emphasizes resiliency among returned women. The attention 
should be given to the possibilities and strengths returned women do have rather than 
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underlining which possibilities they do not have. A further addition to this finding is that the 
rights derived from marriage and the children born during marriage have a more positive impact 
on participants’ psychosocial wellbeing than the quality of marriage. The love for their children 
acts as a mechanism to cope with their thoughts of the past that are being triggered by the 
challenges they face in their daily lives.  
In sum, these conclusions seem to corroborate that marriage is an ambiguous security 
in the reintegration process of formerly abducted women in Northern Uganda. They have ‘used’ 
marriage as an instrument for their social and economic reintegration in society. However, their 
history of abduction accompanies them and remains a source of conflict, giving them a 
relatively weak position in the ‘internal conflicts’ and impossibility to gain complete social 
acceptance and trust. Based on how women themselves interpreted the role of marriage, it can 
be stated that marriage functions as a positive contributor in their post-war lives. Marriage 
forms the instrument to establish a better future for their children by being protected by the 
formal rules of inheritance and land rights. Children are both an affirmation and a result of 
marriage further confirming the desired traditional role of formerly abducted women as a 
mother and their social status. Seeing this, it is argued that marriage is merely an instrument 
that would facilitate the women's chances on other forms of happiness which influences their 
psychosocial wellbeing positively and appears to have a stronger effect than the experienced 
stress of economic hardships and stigma, negatively influencing the quality of marriage. It also 
confirms that happiness is influenced by both positive and negative affect that are in turn related 
to the ambiguity of marriage in terms of ‘success’ and reintegration among formerly abducted 
women in post-conflict Northern Uganda. 
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Appendix I 
Addition to Chapter 4 Methods and Methodology, description of organizations that helped finding 
participants for this thesis. 
Amani Ya Juu Uganda is an organization that opened its doors in 2011 and dedicates their 
work to supporting marginalized women formerly abducted by the LRA. Amani offers formerly 
abducted women to learn skills and earn a reliable income by experiencing transformation and 
healing by the peace that comes from above (God)93. 
AYINET (African Youth Initiative Network) is an organization that is committed to make 
peace and justice a reality for victims and survivors of war. Since 2005, the organization 
provides support to war injured victims, particularly women and children, by offering medical 
and psychosocial rehabilitation94. 
CPA (Concern Parents Organization Uganda) is an organization formed in 1996 by a group 
of parents whose children had been abducted by the LRA. The formation of CPA was the result 
of the abduction of 139 schoolgirls from ST. Mary’s College Aboke95. The organization quested 
immediate and unconditional release of all abducted children, including rehabilitation and 
reintegration. Current programs involve the coordination and networking of peace advocates, 
awareness creation, research, documentation and capacity- building, and psychosocial support 
to war- affected families.96 
WAN (Women’s Advocacy Network) is a network of formerly abducted women who help and 
support each other in life. By sharing experiences, helping with family affairs, groups of 
support, tracing paternity, selling of beads, and advocacy, WAN tries to improve the lives of 
formerly abducted women and create an awareness in communities about the past of formerly 
abducted women97. 
Wawoto Kacel Cooperative Society Ltd (Acholi meaning: ‘walking together’) is a social art 
and crafts cooperative founded in 1997 in Gulu by a group of HIV positive women. The 
organization counts currently 150 members which consists of women affected by war (women 
with HIV, disabled women and formerly abducted women). Members are taught life skills and 
 
93 https://amaniafrica.org 
94 http://www.africanyouthinitiative.org 
95 If interested, I would recommend to read Aboke Girls, children abducted in Northern Uganda. Els de 
Temmerman, 2001 
96 https://www.insightonconflict.org/conflicts/uganda/peacebuilding-organisations/cpa-uganda/ 
97 Interview with Vicky, date 
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the skills of arts and crafts (making beads and wishing cards, tailoring, tie and dye, embroidery 
and weaving)98. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
98 http://www.wawotokacel.org and subtracted from fieldnotes, 27 March 2017 
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Table 2.a. Overview ‘sensitizing concepts per participant 
Appendix II 
Beginning 
marriage 
Consi  
Pabbo 
Akello 
Pabbo 
Linda 
Odek 
Gracey 
Odek 
Jenny 
Odek  
Return  
abduction 
 
2004, +/- 12 years 
 
  
3x abducted: 
From 1988 – 
1994/1995 
2003 2003 
16/17 years 
2006 
Forced 
marriage 
No Yes Yes No Yes 
‘Bush’ 
children 
No, to young No 1 child  
daughter was sent away 
by new husband  
No 1 child 
Education/ 
Training 
Stopped after 
primary 
No No Primary, P7 
Tailoring program 
No 
How long 
after return 
married 
5 years after return, 
18 years old 
+-1 year cohabitation same year 
of return 
formalized 8 year after 
return 
2 years +/- few years 
Year of 
marriage 
2009 1990 (after 2nd 
abduction) 
2011  
 
2005 +/- few years 
later 
Reason for 
marriage 
- mom died 
- better situation 
- no money school 
fees.  
 - desire to go to 
school - didn’t 
want to marry 
-Advise to marry 
- being 
‘unlucky’ 
- disturbance 
UPDF &LRA 
soldiers 
-Giving birth = 
respect. 
-War got worse 
- marriage = 
protection 
- moved to 
village husband 
- he used to carry her 
bush child, treated her 
in the right way 
- love 
- respect 
- better life 
- mother wanted 
her to marry based 
on role women. 
 -mother 
complained  
-Hunger makes 
you do things 
-never loved her 
husband 
- had to marry for 
cultural 
expectations  
-Realized she 
needed a home 
for her baby 
when she was 
growing up 
-needed a 
home for her 
and baby 
84 
 
Where 
meeting 
husband 
 
 
walked home from 
market, he got her 
there 
got him while 
still in the 
village 
they met when she 
returned in IDP 
 
Met him at sister 
in law’s place 
 
At her sisters 
place 
-family of 
brother in-law. 
He came often 
to see Jennifer 
Husband’s 
awareness of 
women’s 
abduction 
past  
 
Yes, wasn’t a 
problem 
Yes Yes Yes, he didn’t 
mind, was not her 
fault 
/ 
Who told 
him?  
She did She did and got 
abducted while 
married to him 
She did His sister told him 
and she told him 
/ 
 
 
 
 
Process of 
marriage 
     
Children 3 1 (two 
miscarriages)wo
mb removed  
4 boys 
one child past way 
2 (feels should’ve 
4 kids. Can’t 
because of 
unsupportive 
husband 
3 children 
Co-wives 
 
 
1 No 2 
She became 2nd wife 
Husband married 3rd 
wife due to 
dissatisfaction being 
returnee 
No 1 
Opinion 
about co-
wives 
 
doesn’t agree with 
polygamy 
/ Bad relationship with 
co’s. husband supports 
other wives and not her 
/ / 
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Experiencing 
difference in 
rank co’s  
Yes, because she is 
returnee 
People see her 
different 
/ Sort of, she is returnee 
so co’s can interfere 
with her, not the other 
way around (when they 
have family meetings 
when she is in a fight 
with her husband) 
3rd wife is young and 
can’t go against the 
older (in age) co (1st 
wife) 
/ / 
Happiness 
marriage 
 
 
-yes if he is around 
-No when he’s at 
other wife.  
-no happiness after 
birth children 
-she stays for the 
kids 
-ignores behavior 
of husband 
-afraid to marry 
- forced 
marriage bush to 
older man 
-marriage 
unhappy 
moment 
-never wanted to 
marry 
-before accident 
husband love, 
now no love in 
the house 
-stays for her 
son, can’t leave 
out of respect for 
child 
-can’t get new 
man (infertility 
after surgery) 
 
 
-first 3,4 years good, no 
domestic issues  
-after 1st born: husband 
didn’t love bush baby 
anymore, had his own 
child now 
-man started 
stigmatizing bush child  
-she can’t leave out of 
protection children 
-issues started 
-marriage is rock 
-never loved him, 
but he loved her 
-marriage is bad, 
husband is 
drunkard  
they stayed 
well till she 
produced 
children with 
him and 
domestic 
issues started 
-co wife 
jealous of her 
twins 
-he beat her 
and she left 
 
Support 
husband 
 
not full support 
-yes school fees 
- still suffers if 
there is none 
-no support food.  
Not full, she 
pays school 
fees, he doesn’t 
believe in 
education 
-first yes, paid 
everything, school fees 
and clothes bush baby 
-Now little help,little 
things 
-no, he drinks a lot 
and sells harvest 
for alcohol 
-doesn’t pay 
school fees 
not really, he 
didn’t dig at 
the time she 
was married 
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- rejected bush child, 
sent her away 
- doesn’t dig  
-no school fees 
-he supports other co’s 
Occupation 
Husband 
Teacher farmer contractor Not sure ? He doesn’t 
dig 
Occupation 
women 
 
 
-stays home 
-works in garden 
and sells food for 
extra money  
-sells food in 
market 
-digs on land 
-digging on land 
-local counsel court, 
gets little money but a 
lot of knowledge 
-working on land -digging on 
land 
Sharing 
thoughts 
(hsbnd) 
 
 
/ She can talk to 
him 
Not with husband 
Yes with brother and 
group for emotional 
support 
-not with husband 
-with people she 
can trust 
-not with 
husband at 
the time 
no one else, 
she doesn’t 
trust the 
people she 
lives with 
Length 
marriage 
8 years 27 years 6 years 12 years +/-Few years 
Divorced  
Remarried No No No No No 
Challenges      
Stigma 
(who&when) 
 
 
Yes, neighbors 
when kids are in 
‘trouble’ 
When you ask for 
something back 
Yes by husband 
(he got beaten 
by rebels, 
blames her) 
- his mind goes 
on and off 
-with others in 
disagreements 
-Husband stigmatizes 
bush baby 
- Husband stigmatized 
her when they have 
fight/domestic 
issue/misunderstandin
g to cover up his back 
- Co’s talk behind her 
back (‘bush mentality is 
coming back’) 
-Children of co’s (when 
settling domestic 
issues) 
When husband is 
drunk (says she 
has mental 
disorders) 
-Neighbors when 
borrowing things 
and she asks them 
back 
-When kids ‘fight’ 
with other 
children 
Little little 
people talk 
about her, but 
not that 
frequent. 
Sometimes 
she quarrels 
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-Co’s when she doesn’t 
want to share her food 
when they are lacking 
food 
Challenges 
life 
 
 
-stigmatization 
(finger point) 
-struggling for 
money 
-less love husband 
-money 
-stigma 
-life with 
husband  
-stigmatization 
-money 
-feeling like being 
‘single’ mother while 
being married 
-money 
-living with a 
drunkard 
-money 
-building 
house 
-being single 
mother 
Coping 
challenges 
 
 
-keep quiet when 
experiencing 
stigmatization 
-ignoring thoughts 
of the past, they 
don’t help 
-trying to make 
money for 
school fees  
-she doesn’t care 
about stigma 
-digs a lot to support 
(benefit marriage she 
has access to land) 
-sells food and buys 
goats and pigs to 
support 
-finds ways to support 
herself 
-Ready to live 
-Brother helps where he 
can 
 
-works hard 
-doesn’t bother 
husband 
-do it yourself 
-Pays the depths 
the husband has 
-do what you 
can and 
depend/trust in 
God cause he 
helps her think 
Social 
network & 
help 
Family:when in 
need 
Friends: When in 
need 
Fellow returnees 
-Brothers and 
sisters passed 
away 
-Mother is old, 
can’t support 
anymore 
-No one can 
help, is not easy 
-Helps others 
were she can 
-Group for emotional 
support 
-Self- help group for 
financial support 
- father in law with 
domestic issues 
Financial support: 
dig in someone’s 
garden 
-Psychosocial 
support can be 
helpful, many 
people, but needs 
to be confidential 
Family look 
out for her 
People talk to 
about past 
 
 
Doesn’t want to 
talk about past 
Nobody to talk to= 
okay 
There is nothing 
disturbing 
-Only with 
people who 
experienced the 
same,  
Other’s don’t 
understand and 
leads to stigma 
-Talk to family 
-group to share 
emotions with 
-brother 
-friends 
With people she 
can trust 
No one, 
doesn’t trust 
people she 
lives with 
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(Moments) 
when 
memories of 
the past 
return  
 
 
Blaming rebels no 
school 
If not taken=no 
disturbance in 
thoughts 
-Many things, 
when alone the 
memories return 
= 
-overthinking 
-Stress 
- heartbeats 
- sees things that 
are not there 
-When kids don’t fulfill 
expectations in school 
(feels she is working for 
nothing, waste of 
resources) 
-When talking to bush 
daughter, when she 
thinks of her, nobody 
followed her when she 
was send away 
-When husband 
fights and hurts 
someone in the 
center 
-When husband 
steels food from 
her house for 
alcohol 
- flashbacks 
when 
struggling for 
school fees 
and food 
-Nightmares 
of her being in 
the bush 
How do 
thoughts go 
away 
 
 
Never thinks of 
happy moments of 
happiness with 
mom, gives 
worries 
 
Not being alone, 
always with 
others 
-Jesus gives 
strength 
- Went to doctor 
for heartbeats, 
couldn’t find 
anything. 
-she works hard for the 
future and focus on that  
-helping bush daughter 
with dowry settlement 
(to make up for the lost 
time) 
(Not asked 
directly) 
-Thinks of what 
she can do for her 
and the kids 
-Focus on future, 
don’t think about 
past 
-Almost her whole 
life she did it 
herself 
Trust in 
God/depends 
on prayers of 
not thinking 
about the past 
and not 
bringing the 
past back to 
present 
-does what she 
can 
Happiness 
 
 
Her children -Birds in the sky 
comfort her  
-There are no 
happy moments 
in her life 
-People do make 
her laugh 
-her children make her 
happy 
-She is strong and 
independent 
-Doesn’t wait and sit 
around 
-Good ideas and people 
come to her for help 
 
/ Being free 
-People not in 
camps, no 
gunshots, do 
what you want 
in your own 
time 
-Happiest 
moment: 
before twins, 
good harvest 
and bought a 
goat, sells it in 
difficult times 
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Table 2.b. Overview ‘senstizing concepts per participants 
 
 
Beginning 
marriage 
Alicee  
Pabbo 
 
Eileen 
Gulu 
 
Lily 
Gulu 
Evelyn 
Gulu 
 
Return 
abduction 
2005 2002 1996 2005 
Forced 
marriage 
No Yes No Yes 
‘Bush’ 
children 
No 2 children 1 child 1 or 2 (not clear) 
Education/ 
Training  
No No 
Tailoring 
program 
Stopped at P5 No 
tailoring 
How long 
after return 
married 
? 2 years 3 years 4 years 
Year of 
marriage  
? 2004 1999 2009 
Reason for 
marriage 
Love Love  
-father figure for 
her kids  
-support  
/  Didn’t want to 
lead single life - 
men used to 
disturb her as a 
single woman.  
-She wanted a man 
and settle 
-If you are not 
married people 
think you are a 
prostitute, keep 
changing men. 
Marriage = 
respect 
Where 
meeting 
husband 
 
He got her from the 
market 
At the 
rehabilitation 
center (first 
husband after 
return) 
In Gulu He stayed in the 
same direction. 
Tried hard to get 
her attention, she 
first didn’t want 
but changed her 
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Persoonlijk, 
ging meestal 
van man uit 
mind (you don’t 
choose who you 
love) 
Husband’s 
awareness of 
women’s 
abduction 
past 
Yes, he said it 
shouldn’t stop 
them of being 
together 
Yes, both 
husbands also 
returnees 
Yes yes 
Who told 
him? 
she did she did she did he did 
Process of 
marriage 
    
Children 3  4 4 2 
Co wives No / / 1 
Opinion 
about co-
wives 
/ / / It is not within 
your control. If a 
man wants more 
wives, you go or 
you comply.  
You never know 
how many wives 
he has 
Man does what he 
wants and who he 
wants to love 
Experiencing 
difference in 
rank co’s  
/ / / / 
Happiness 
marriage 
 
-No he abused her, 
blamed her of 
having trauma 
-Fights started after 
birth kids 
-He wanted her to 
stay at home and 
don’t sell on the 
market 
-Separated 
Begin marriage 
was happy 
-after birth kids 
things changed, 
until they 
separated.  
After birth kids 
marriage not 
happy: 
-father was also 
returnee 
Yes, but not always 
easy when two different 
personalities come 
together 
-Challenges in 
marriage: people can 
pull strings 
-Gathering for school 
fees, rest of the care of 
the kids, plans that 
don’t go as planned 
Somehow, he 
doesn’t make her 
happy every day, 
because that is not 
Africa. Men don’t 
show affection in 
public 
91 
 
-not responsible, 
no support 
-stole last born 
for witchcraft 
-husband went 
to prison for 
stealing baby 
-violent, kicked 
her teeth out,  
- she couldn’t 
live with him 
anymore 
 
-Now new man, 
also returnee, 
accepts all the 
kids and 
supports 
Support 
husband 
No First husband 
not, new 
husband yes 
Yes No, he doesn’t 
work 
Occupation 
Husband 
Farmer Unknown Boda Boda driver None 
Occupation 
women 
-sells in the market 
-wants to change 
occupation but has 
little capital 
Amani Ya Juu 
Uganda 
Amani Ya Juu Uganda 
farming 
She works for 
WAN and wrote a 
book  
Sharing 
thoughts 
(hsbnd) 
 
 
Not at the time 
-With friends (also 
unmarried 
women): they give 
advice 
Yes, both of past 
and present 
with new 
husband  
Yes, when she needs 
support. Sometimes he 
encourages her 
Yes and support, 
husband is also 
returnee 
Length 
marriage 
5 years  
 
-First marriage 
few years -
separated 
-Second 
marriage 6 years 
18 years 8 years 
Remarried No 
Divorced 
Yes, but not 
formally 
No No 
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Challenges 
 
    
Stigma 
(who&when) 
 
 
 
-Husband used to 
stigmatize her 
-People in the 
village used to 
stigmatize, but not 
anymore 
In village on 
return 
when kids were 
playing (kid of a 
returnee) 
Used to, when returned 
(in village) 
-Sometimes also these 
days 
-She doesn’t care 
anymore, she is the 
same as others 
 
In the village on 
return, but it 
changed.  
Stigma will never 
go away, it rotates, 
also to your kids.  
Challenges 
life 
 
-Struggle for life, 
how to pay the kids 
– results in 
overthinking and 
no sleep at night 
 
- Paying school 
fees and take care 
of the kids 
-Used to have 
tension from man 
Overcoming 
fears 
HIV: when sick 
she can’t work 
so no money is 
no support 
School fees, gathering 
for kids 
Taking care kids 
Money 
 
Coping 
challenges 
 
 
Sell on the market 
-Left the husband 
-Trust God 
-Work, take 
medicine 
-Encouraged by 
husband 
-working extra on the 
land 
-asking her people for 
money if they need it 
and if they have it 
/ 
Soc network 
& help 
-Self- support 
group: financial 
help 
-Family: gave 
money for business 
when she returned 
(selling on market) 
They can’t support 
anymore 
-Friends: Advise 
Family support: 
2 kids live in 
village cause 
school is 
cheaper 
-people in 
Amani Ya Juu 
Uganda 
-Family: financially 
-Bush child used to stay 
with her mother 
-Many friends who 
encourage her 
(returnees and no 
returnees) 
WAN: group of 
female returnees 
People talk to 
about past 
 
She can talk to 
people 
At Amani: they 
can talk through 
Husband 
Friends 
Women of WAN 
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counseling and 
bible class 
-Can talk to new 
husband 
(Moments) 
when 
memories of 
the past 
return 
No trauma, nothing -When sick 
(HIV), starts 
worrying 
-When returned: 
fear of being 
abducted again, 
left home 
-Used to have 
worries taking 
care of kids, 
food, if not 
abducted would 
have been 
married and 
settled=main 
fear 
-When things 
annoy 
-Kids from 
captivity 
/ / 
How do 
thoughts go 
away 
Not needed -overcoming 
these thoughts, 
worries, fears 
and anxieties 
-Working now, 
supporting 
family 
-Trust in God 
-Amani: 
counseling and 
bible class 
 
Because life was hard 
she started dancing in a 
group of a girl she met. 
She still dances with the 
group 
/ 
Happiness 
 
 
Freedom and being 
at home 
-no stigma  
-Her children 
-husband who 
takes care of her 
-that she is free 
She feels happy 
because she feels she 
can make it and be like 
/ 
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others as long as she 
works hard 
-She feels happy she is 
not in captivity, she is 
with people and with 
her children 
Extra 
information 
People talk bad 
about unmarried 
people. She feels 
bad what people 
say about her being 
not married 
  Life wasn’t easy 
but she started 
WAN, is was a life 
changer and she 
wrote a book, this 
helped her in the 
process of healing 
